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In Ang Lee’s America: A Study of Adaptation and Transculturation, I examine how Ang 
Lee, a Taiwanese filmmaker in the US, represents historic America while reflecting on a 
culturally hybrid Taiwanese identity in his five American-themed films—The Ice Storm 
(1997), Ride with the Devil (1999), Hulk (2003), Brokeback Mountain (2005), and Taking 
Woodstock (2009). By focusing on his American adaptations, I notice how Lee adopts a 
comparative framework to interpret American history and American texts, drawing from 
his Taiwanese background and familiarity with Chinese and Hong Kong cinemas. These 
mixed cultural references speak to a larger phenomenon: what I am calling is 
transnational eclecticism, a unique blend of an Eastern sensibility with Western 
subjects—a method I attempt to introduce here to supplement current discourses on the 
Taiwan issue in Comparative Literature, Film Studies, Transnational American Studies, 
and Adaptation Studies. The Chinese connection and American influences on post-WWII 
Taiwan are equally considered in this dissertation for me to examine Taiwan’s historical 
complexity and cultural hybridity. In Ang Lee’s America, I include intertextual and 
contextual readings of source texts and adaptations, bring in Fernando Ortiz’s idea of 
transculturation, Édouard Glissant’s notion of creolization, etc., to enrich my theoretical 
framework, and argue that it is Lee’s hybrid background that accounts for the adaptability 
and cultural blending in his representation of an imagined America.     
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Introduction: Why Ang Lee?    
 
In 1993, my cousin from Taipei visited my family in Southern Taiwan. She was the so-
called second-generation mainlander because of my uncle, who arrived in Taiwan in 
1949 with the Nationalist Party (KMT) and served as a government architect for many 
years. My thirteen-year-old cousin, a year older than I, found our town boring, 
whimpering how much she would like to watch Ang Lee’s new movie Eat Drink Man 
Woman. My mom wanted to make her happy, so she brought my brothers and me along 
to see the movie in the neighboring city. Ang Lee inadvertently became the first 
Taiwanese arthouse director my brothers and I were exposed to; before that day, we went 
to the same theater for comedies. Twelve years later, I was alone in Taipei studying my 
master’s in English, and alone when I watched Brokeback Mountain in the theater, crying 
for Jack Twist’s closet. Little did I know I would go to Seattle for the 2015 ACLA 
conference to read my paper on Brokeback Mountain, arguing how the Eastern elements 
quietly crept through this American movie, including the Thanksgiving dinner scene, 
which was reminiscent of Chinese melodrama to the Taiwanese audience like me.    
 Coming of age in Taiwan, I remember the period when Ang Lee had transformed 
from an arthouse filmmaker making movies for the mainstream Taiwanese audience into 
an award-winning director of the upper echelon of Hollywood, reluctantly being called 
“the pride of China” or worse, “the pride of Chinese people all over the world.” The 
accolade at international film festivals is always already political. I remember the 
younger I, still in Taiwan, like many young people of my generation, felt slightly let 




his interviews in Chinese, Ang Lee seemed to embody the mannerism of an old-time 
Confucian gentleman, agreeable, always smiling, and sometimes would glibly say that he 
felt proud to represent Chinese filmmakers to be seen on the international stage.  
However, once I started to research for my dissertation, I found that Ang Lee did 
use his, however accented, English to express his strong opinions. He appeared to be a 
more interesting person in English, sharing his dissonance with current political climate, 
or his distaste for the nationalist education indoctrinated by the KMT government. By 
what language speaks for him? Traduttori, traditori. In an interview with a Hong Kong 
newspaper from 2001, Lee explained his deliberate representation of cultural hybridity in 
his Hollywood movies by saying, “actually my Hollywood films are more Chinese in 
vision than the Chinese films I made before. My first three films were just made for the 
mainstream Taiwanese audience. I wasn’t thinking about being Chinese or not Chinese.”1 
A juicier fact shows that he even referred himself as a “Taiwanese” filmmaker in 
writing.2 That a-ha moment made me realize that he had consciously played the role of 
cultural mediation for his birthplace, feeling proud of representing Taiwan in the global 
arena, but there are words wouldn’t sound right had he said them in Chinese in front of 
some people, like his parents, or my uncle. The words need to be translated in order to 
maintain the harmonious relationship with others, to save face for some, and to be kind to 
the most. This kind of translation, beguilingly yet apolitically, bespeaks one’s 
gentlemanliness and sentimentalism. Ang Lee perhaps had found the alternative to 
expressing those words he wouldn’t want to say in Chinese: he translated them into 
English and transferred them into cinematic language in his American adaptations.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Whitney Crothers Dilley, The Cinema of Ang Lee (New York: Wallflower Press, 2015), 106.	  	  




Making text-to-film adaptations indicates a process of synthesis that converts 
verbal language into visual stimuli and transfers culturally specific knowledge into a 
matter of cinematic technique. When André Bazin wrote, “film is the novel as seen by 
cinema,”3 he thought that, the original artwork is like a crystal chandelier; once in the 
dark, only the flashlight can light up the chandelier in the corner. After working with 
Stanley Kubrick for the adaptation of A Clockwork Orange, Anthony Burgess started 
writing for TV and once he complained about the trend of making adaptation in the early 
1970s by saying, “Every best-selling novel has to be turned into a film, the assumption 
begin that the book itself whets an appetite for the true fulfillment—the verbal shadow 
turned into light, the word made flesh.” 4 Even if adaptation lights up the verbal shadow 
and flesh the void of words, the idea of making a “faithful” adaptation is impossible, for, 
as Christian Metz describes, adaptation is to present “somebody else’s phantasy”5 
onscreen, and no one imagines the original text in the same way. Andrew Dudley argues 
that adaptation involves “borrowing, intersection, and fidelity of transformation” of the 
sources. As the viewer, we may ask, how can Ang Lee, as a Taiwanese filmmaker, 
borrow American cultural memories, translate their verbal shadows, and present his 
phantasy onscreen while making us believe it is American? These are some of the 
questions I attempt to address in my dissertation.   
 In Ang Lee’s America: A Study of Adaptation and Transculturation, I create my 
own term “transnational eclecticism,” to address Lee’s blending of multicultural 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Andrew Dudley, “Adaptation,” Film Adaptation. Edited by James Naremore (NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 2000), 31.  
4 Anthony Burgess, “On the Hopelessness of Turning Good Books into Films.” New York Times, 20 April 
1975, p. 15.  
5 Christian Metz, The Imaginary Signifier: Psychoanalysis and Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1982), 112. Christian Metz thinks the reader “will not always find his film, since what he has before 





elements, from East and West, to create a cultural spectrum broad enough to create the 
folds of cultural affinity for his audience to recognize and even identity with. But since 
Ang Lee has been an outsider, a second-generation mainlander in Taiwan and a 
Taiwanese in the U.S., his life experience affects his creative trajectory and deserves to 
be read vis-à-vis his adaptation. In his seminal work Cuba Counterpoint (1940), 
anthropologist Fernando Ortiz sees transculturation as a process when one acquires a new 
culture and feels “the loss or uprooting of a previous culture” and develops a new 
experience as one comes to terms with the two or more cultures.6 The notion addressed 
by Ortiz resonates with my reading of Lee’s life experience in the U.S., and it becomes 
the leverage for me to conduct the parallel reading in this dissertation. Pascal Nicklas and 
Oliver Linder introduce the idea of cultural appropriation in their co-edited volume 
Adaptation and Cultural Appropriation (2012); the connection between adaptation and 
cultural appropriation provides a great leap for me to reflect on the transcultural aspect in 
Ang Lee’s American movies.  
  My notion of transnational eclecticism, Ang Lee’s unique blend of an Eastern 
sensibility with Western subjects, is visible in five of his films about America adapted 
from texts by American authors. These American adaptations—The Ice Storm (1997), 
Ride with the Devil (1999), Hulk (2003), Brokeback Mountain (2005) and Taking 
Woodstock (2009)—are based on source texts written by Rick Moody, Daniel Woodrell, 
Stan Lee and Jack Kirby, Annie Proulx, and Elliot Tiber, respectively. The selection 
covers a variety of genres and deals with critical moments of American history: the 
Kansas-Missouri Border Wars and Quantrill’s Lawrence raid in 1863 (Ride with the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Fernando Ortiz, Cuban Counterpoints: Tobacco and Sugar (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 





Devil), the Nuclear Fear in the late 1950s and the early 1960s (Hulk), the pre-Stonewall 
homophobia in the Midwest (Brokeback Mountain), the Woodstock festival in 1969 
(Taking Woodstock), and the Watergate hearings in 1973 (The Ice Storm). Moreover, 
Lee’s American adaptations follow a trajectory that begins with an archaeological pursuit 
of historic America and, starting with Hulk, the gradual adoption of an eclectic method by 
which Lee brings Taiwanese and Chinese themes and cinematic techniques into his 
representations of America. To examine the process of adaptation and appropriation in 
these films, I will include contextual readings of the source texts, relevant biographical 
information on Lee, and comparative readings of the source texts and adaptations. 
When Lee was coming of age in 1960s Taiwan, American culture was prevalent 
yet also subtly transformed to accommodate to the Taiwanese social milieu. American 
military bases and officers were present in Taiwan, while Hollywood movies were 
dubbed in Chinese. Studying in Taipei in the early 1970s, young Ang Lee watched a 
sanitized version of The Graduate, in which Mrs. Robinson became her daughter’s elder 
sister to lessen the connotation of incest and reaffirm family values. America was shown, 
but it was a taboo and mythologized place. The difficulty in defining a Taiwanese 
identity is in part due to its adaptability, for Taiwanese culture has been a hybrid of the 
global and the local, the cosmopolitan and the traditional. In Why Taiwan Matters: Small 
Island, Global Powerhouse (2011), Shelley Rigger claims that Lee has exposed global 
audiences to “Taiwan’s Creole culture,” one that combines a “strong Taiwanese sense of 
place with Chinese and global influences.” I want to push the discussion of this “Creole 
culture” further by focusing on the convergence and interaction of American influence 




Cultural China in my second chapter on Ride with the Devil. After coming to the U.S. in 
1978, Lee was able to directly experience and further examine his set knowledge of 
America. While his vision of China was tinged with romanticized nostalgia passed down 
from his parents, his representation of America was driven by tangible and first-hand 
encounter as early as when he was still in Taiwan.  
 Even though adaptation studies is still a young discipline, Thomas Leitch, in his 
review article published in 2008, mentioned that the discipline just arrived at a crossroads 
for the abundant volumes of book-to-film analyses had narrowed down and restricted the 
potential to deepen the discipline, and instead, Leitch made an open call for editors and 
publishers to publish collections that “focus on specific problems in the production and 
reception of adaptation and the relations between adaptation and other intertextual 
modes.”7 Ang Lee’s America: A Study of Adaptation and Transculturation presents my 
humble hope to address the “specific problems in the production and reception of 










	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  Thomas Leitch, “Adaptation on a Crossroads,” Adaptation, Vol. 1, No. 1, p. 76.	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1	  
 
                        Chapter 1: Staging Periodicity in The Ice Storm (1997) 
 
 
On October 25, 2013, Ang Lee and James Schamus arrived at the Fairbank Center 
for a retrospective and symposium arranged by Harvard’s Chinese Studies association on 
the theme “Ang Lee and the Art of Transnational Cinema.”1 During the Q & A session, 
an American audience member mentioned that he had wondered how a Taiwanese 
director could represent American suburbia in such a “brutally accurate” way in The Ice 
Storm. He joked that the reason probably was that Schamus was the director’s “sidekick.” 
Lee coyly explained that since the film was set in 1973 when many of his crew had been 
coming of age, the shooting process was less a two-man collaboration with Schamus than 
a complicated teamwork with Schamus and the rest of the crew. “The real problem is,” 
Lee mysteriously smiled to himself, “Who to listen to? They gave me so much 
information.”  
The marvel of the accuracy of portrayal of early 1970s American suburbia in The 
Ice Storm had been brought up soon after the film was nominated for the Palme d’Or and 
won the Best Screenplay at the Cannes Film Festival in May 1997. In a feature on Ang 
Lee for The New York Times, Frank Bruni ascribed Lee’s feat to “painstaking research 
and the collaborative nature of filmmaking” and the payoff was its “uncanny accuracy” 
of the period that permeated “from the decade’s silvery percolators to its shaky 
confidence.”2 Similarly, it is Lee’s background that piqued Bruni’s curiosity, for Lee had 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  The	  symposium	  “Ang Lee and the Art of Transnational Cinema” hosted by Fairbank Center for Chinese 
Studies at Harvard University, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UH9t5NQimcA&t=7689s 
2 Frank Bruni, “Arriving from Afar to Get Inside America,” in New York Times, September 21, 1997: AR 1. 
See also http://www.nytimes.com/1997/09/21/movies/arriving-from-afar-to-get-inside-america.html 
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2	  
never been to the U.S. before 1978, at the age of twenty-three, which marked the first 
time he ever left Taiwan. Not only did Lee miss the opportunity to personally experience 
the social changes in America in the first half of the decade as portrayed in the film, his 
first impression of America in 1973 might also seem faulty. The blow of Watergate was 
vaguely addressed by the KMT government-sanctioned media in Taiwan, so was the 
unsettling consequence of the sexual revolution of the 1960s, which was deemed too 
liberating for the Taiwanese public and could only be suggestively presented.   
But America maintained its military and cultural presences in Taiwan owing to 
the Vietnam War. American culture, or “the American way,” disseminated by the U.S. 
Information Service (USIS), was viewed as “the way of life” to counter the Red Tide 
when the agency was built in 1953.3 Lee remembered watching Mike Nichols’s The 
Graduate in Taipei in 1973, six years after its US release: “censors dubbed the voices and 
wrote subtitles to remake Anne Bancroft into Katherine Ross’s sister, not mother. That 
way, Dustin Hoffman’s involvement with both women did not seem so risqué.”4 The 
screen images of America were filtered and mythologized in early 1970s Taiwan.   
But the bubble of the quintessential American family bursts in the critically 
acclaimed The Ice Storm. The script, adapted by the producer Schamus from Rick 
Moody’s eponymous 1994 novel, portrays bourgeois decadence in a Unitarian suburb in 
New Canaan, Connecticut, over Thanksgiving weekend in 1973. It features entangled 
family dynamics between two families, the Hoods and the Carvers, in 1973, the year 
when the Watergate hearings were televised, the oil embargo was palpable, and a massive 
ice storm struck New England. In the film, sixteen-year-old Paul Hood has learned to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  Stephen Craft, American Justice in Taiwan: The 1957 Riot and Cold War Foreign Policy (Lexington, 
Kentucky: The University Press of Kentucky, 2015), 14.    
4	  Frank Bruni, “Arriving from Afar to Get inside America.” The New York Times. Sep, 21 1997: AR 1. 
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take drugs and alcohol in prep school, has tried hard to lose his virginity, whereas his 
father Ben has an affair with their neighbor, Janey Carver, while Paul’s mother, Elena, 
quietly tolerates her husband’s infidelities. Meanwhile, fourteen-year-old Wendy Hood, 
“a sullen suburban Lolita,”5 starts to explore her sexuality with the Carver brothers, 
fifteen-year-old Mikey and fourteen-year-old Sandy; their father Jim is seldom at home. 
When the ice storm descends on Friday night, parents are invited to a key party where 
swingers exchange car keys to swap partners; Paul visits his classmate Libbets in 
Manhattan, Wendy sees Sandy at the Carvers, and Mikey goes out to observe the storm 
but, tragically, is soon electrocuted by a dangling power line.  
The Ice Storm was hailed for its unfiltered representation of the quintessential 
American family; it still is much admired by filmmakers.6 However, it has also remained 
one of Lee’s films that has prompted little academic discussion other than considerations 
of its aesthetic or philosophical dimensions, with a special focus on its existentialist 
themes.7 Hitherto unacknowledged is the degree to which The Ice Storm departs from the 
novel on which it is based because of Ang Lee’s effort to be true to the history of the 
turbulent 70s while integrating elements of his native Taiwanese culture. The film is very 
much the product of a Taiwanese filmmaker living in the U.S. whose quest for historical 
authenticity is driven by reflections on his own cultural background. In The Ice Storm, the 
precarious family dynamics points to the impact of the 1960s counterculture and sexual 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  James Schamus, The Ice Storm: The Shooting Script (New York: Newmarket Press, 1997), 3.	  	  
6	  For example, Bill Krohn recounts the time Brian De Palma being asked of films he most admired in 2001 
and De Palma immediately answered The Ice Storm. The anecdote was selected in Bill Krohn introduction 
for the Criterion Collection released the DVD of The Ice Storm in 2013.  	  
7	  David Koepsell’s reads the film as an existential text in “It’s Existential: Negative Space and Nothingness 
in The Ice Storm”; Susanne Schmetkamp addresses the philosophy of love and recognition in “Because of 
the Molecules: The Ice Storm and the Philosophy of Love and Recognition”; George Hole’s explores the 
influence of Chinese philosophy in “The Ice Storm: What is Impending?” The three essays are selected in 
The Philosophy of Ang Lee. 	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revolution, and simultaneously parallels the corruption of the incumbent Nixon 
administration. More pronounced historical references to the year 1973 recede to the 
background, crystalized in archival TV images, analog sound from record players, or a 
Nixon mask. 
Once we relate bourgeois hypocrisy to governmental corruption, the uncanny 
sentiment evoked by The Ice Storm seems overwhelming, nostalgic and indefinite. But 
instead of making a faithful adaptation of Moody’s source text, Lee and Schamus convey 
fidelity to historic authenticity of 1973 America. The Ice Storm exemplifies an eclectic 
representation of cultural and social changes that remains true to the spirit of 1973. 
History is thus the premise of making this adaptation, a process that also involves, as 
Schamus jests, a certain degree of “censorship.”8 Lee’s Taiwanese identity complicates 
his reproduction of American cultural memory, for he has evolved from perceiving the 
filtered version of America in 1973 Taiwan to presenting authentic 1973 America to the 
global audience. Rick Moody extrapolates themes from Lee’s various films and thinks his 
“points of origin are landscape and history.”9 In this chapter I examine how Lee 
represents historical authenticity via the use of sound and music in The Ice Storm, which 
epitomizes his transcultural background and cross-cultural collaboration. Having  
deconstructed the patriarchal myth in his Mandarin films, Lee now demystifies the 
quintessential American nuclear family in a transitional time when the patriarch lapses 
while women and children assume center stage in the social arena. 
Beyond Fidelity: The Process of Adaptation   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	  Schamus, in The Ice Storm: the Shooting Script, x.	  
9	  Rick Moody “On Ang Lee,” on Focus Features, September 16, 2008. 
<http://www.focusfeatures.com/article/on_ang_lee?film=lust__caution>  
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In 2000, the film studies theorist Robert Stam attempted to change the views of  
scholars who favor fidelity discourse in adaptation studies. He called for a medium-
specificity methodology to examine the adaptation as a multitrack medium that includes 
“moving photographic image, phonetic sound, music, noises, and written materials.”10 
Also, because the cinema is “both a synesthetic and a synthetic art,” it is an anthropologic 
embodiment of “antecedent arts” that simultaneously engages the senses of sight and 
hearing. Stam replaced the concept of  “fidelity” with “translation,” keeping in mind 
“traduire, c’est trahir,” and brought in Bakhtinian dialogism to study intertextuality in 
adaptation. “Intertextual dialogism refers to the infinite and open-ended possibilities 
generated by all the discursive practices of a culture,” Stam wrote, “the entire matrix of 
communicative utterances within which the artistic text is situated.”11 Since all discursive 
practices are generated by the “powerful deep currents of culture,” as Bakhtin revealed, 
the intertextual composite, in the case the film, must be understood within the 
“differentiated unity of the epoch’s entire culture.”12  
What makes The Ice Storm an Ang Lee movie lies in its eclectic representation of 
historical authenticity and comprehensive interpretation of the changes in American 
society. Lee transfers the “powerful deep currents of culture” into the inclusion of 
multiple cultural references, nostalgic artifacts, archival televisual reels and location 
shooting in New Canaan to enrich this multitrack medium. Meanwhile, Lee’s cross-
cultural collaboration with an American crew means that his points of origin include the 
process of translation, literal and figurative. He has to communicate his perception of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10	  Robert Stam, “The Dialogics of Adaptation,” in Film Adaptation edited by James Naremore, p. 59.  	  	  
11	  Ibid., p. 64. 
12	  Ibid., p. 65.  
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Moody’s novel and reinterpret it to his American crew, cast, friends and the audience; 
meanwhile, he needs to build a system of intertextuality rich enough to project 1973 
America on screen, even with a tapestry of time that is made of his anthropological 
research and vicarious experiences, including information from his crew. In their attempt 
to capture the “differentiated unity of the epoch’s entire culture” and to incorporate 
abundant literary and non-literary references to the year 1973, Lee and Schamus depart 
from their  source text by censoring the voice of the first-person narrator, Paul Hood. The 
Ice Storm, after all, is not a film that relies on first-person perspective in its entirety. 
Instead, it often presents an omnipresent perspective that is higher than that of the 
ostensible narrator, Paul Hood, played by Toby Maguire.   
Rick Moody’s The Ice Storm is a twenty-four-hour novel that features a morally 
lax Unitarian neighborhood in New Canaan, Connecticut, seen through the eye of the 
Hoods: Benjamin, Elena, Wendy and Paul. The overall structure presents three third-
person narratives from each family member, but not until Ben’s third segment begins do 
we realize that the entire novel is told from Paul’s view as he recollects the events 
twenty-one years later. As Moody explains, “This congruency—between Paul and his 
dad—is sort of like the congruency between me, the narrator of this story, the imaginer of 
all these consciousness of the past, and God.”13 Instead of weaving illustrious family 
history, the novel begins with the skeleton in the closet: Ben is waiting for his neighbor 
Janey Williams (Janey Carver in the movie) to resume foreplay, but he catches his 
daughter Wendy and Mikey having a dry hump in the basement instead. Elena has shifted 
her focus to figures and bookkeeping because of the oil embargo; she discovers Ben’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13	  Moody, The Ice Storm (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2002), 206. 
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affair a few hours before the couple attends the neighborhood “key party” on Friday 
night. In the novel, the commonality between this WASPy community and the White 
House is noted: “The idea of betrayal was in the air…. About the time America learned 
about the White House taping system. It was laced with some bad stuff. The commodity 
being traded was wives, the Janey Williamses of New Canaan.”14  
While libertine parents swap partners in town, precocious adolescents view risky 
sexual activities as fashionable agents of socialization. Paul senses peer pressure at 
school, trying to lose his virginity. Wendy exchanges kisses with Mikey. She once has 
followed Sandy to the restroom for a peep at each other’s private parts, which results in a 
lecture, ironically from Janey, on the importance of chastity. On the stormy Friday night, 
as Ben drunkenly passes out at the key party, Elena has sex with Jim Williams to take 
revenge on Ben and Janey, and Wendy and Sandy resume their sexual exploration in the 
guest room at the Williams. In order to breathe in clean molecules in the air, Mikey goes 
out but dies of electrocution when a fallen power line transmits electricity to the metal 
guardrail where he sits. Paul visits his classmate Libbets in Manhattan with the hope of 
having sex but disappointedly leaves. Paul, stranded on the homebound train when the 
power is off, has an epiphany drawn from reading Fantastic Four #141, which describes 
a family that is “all tricks with mirrors” and “a bluff, a series of futile power grabs.”15 
Moody excavates the roots of generational conflict and bourgeois hypocrisy 
through the lens of the very vocal and literate teenager Paul Hood, who loves Marvel 
Comics and glam rock. However, since Moody grew up in New Canaan in the early 
seventies, the roman-à-clef elements in this novel could have potentially become baggage 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14	  Ibid., p. 55. 
15	  Ibid., p. 274; p. 240.  
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for the filmmaker. Paul, the self-referential narrator, makes rampant, excessive popular 
culture references while voicing his discontent and social criticism. The novel is full of 
sound and music, namedropping popular singers and song titles to express Paul’s 
encyclopedic knowledge of the 1973 glam rock scene—David Bowie, Elton John, Andy 
Warhol, New York Dolls, and Mott the Hoople. Moody explained that “the music 
occasioned by the composition of my book was so close to my heart.”16 The 
intertextuality created by rich musical references provides the reader an acoustic reading 
experience, as popular lyrics and familiar melodies are evoked on the page, as though the 
novel had a soundtrack. Moody once even joked that The Ice Storm was his “novelistic 
embodiment” of Elton John’s 1973 popular song “Bennie and the Jets.”17 During the 
shooting, Moody became a music consultant on set, recommending popular songs to Lee 
and Schamus as well as to the actors; Toby Maguire was even asked by Lee to spend a 
day observing Moody to prepare for his character Paul Hood.18  
Although Lee’s The Ice Storm is generally viewed as an uncanny representation 
of the zeitgeist of 1973 America, the process of adaptation involves significant changes to 
its source and a certain degree of censorship. The first challenge is Moody’s literary 
device, the first-person narrative camouflaged as the omniscient perspective for almost 
two hundred pages, which is almost inadaptable without being twisted. Besides, Moody’s 
satirical and humorous voice in the novel creates observational distance to justify 
characters’ behavior; as Schmaus writes in the introduction, “the novel frequently allows 
its characters to act in hilariously ill-advised ways while still retaining the reader’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16	  Ibid., afterword “The Creature Lurches from the Lagoon,” p. 284.	  
17	  Rick Moody and Jill Eisenstadt, “Rick Moody,” BOMB, p. 59.	  
18	  Moody, p. 291.  
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sympathies.”19 Schamus notices that adaptation involves the transference of mediums; 
however, it is the transference that makes fidelity tentative. “But reading, for example, 
about Paul’s horrifically endearing bout of masturbation at Libbets’s apartment is one 
thing—seeing it would have been something else altogether,” he continues, “So we found 
ourselves censoring—censoring not so much the images and scenes from the book but the 
very voice that had originally made sense of them.”20 As the first-person narration is 
adopted only three times in the film, this potentially desperate masturbation scene (and 
many others like it) is thus removed from the script. Instead of appearing prurient on 
screen, Paul leaves wasted Libbet behind to catch the last train back to New Canaan. The 
principle of fidelity is selectively observed during the process of adaptation. If the movie 
The Ice Storm is simply a sanitized version of its source text, the question is, how does it 
achieve its uncanny accuracy and remain true to the spirit of early 1970s American 
suburbia?  
Instead of combining the first-person narration with diegetic point-of-view shots, 
the movie presents the story from an omniscient perspective embroidered with three non-
diegetic voice-overs from Paul to imply the frame of his memory. The three voice-overs 
that chronologically recount Paul’s train ride and his reading of Fantastic Four # 141 
appear in the beginning, middle and end of the film. After opening credits and the 
establishing shot that shows a train covered in icicles stranded on the track at night, we 
hear the opening score played on the Native American flute that sets an ethereal mood. 
As the train conductor walks through the car to announce the train is back to the service 
and the next stop is New Canaan, Connecticut, we hear Paul’s voice gently speak:  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19	  Schamus, in The Ice Storm: the Shooting Script, x.  
20	  Ibid.  
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In issue number 141 of The Fantastic Four, published in November 1973, Reed 
Richards has to use his anti-matter weapon on his own son, who Annihilus has 
turned into a human atom bomb. It was a typical predicament for the Fantastic 
Four, because they weren’t like other superheroes. They were more like a family. 
And the more power they had, the more harm they could do to each other without 
knowing it. That was the meaning of the Fantastic Four that a family is like your 
own personal antimatter. Your family is the void you emerge from and the place 
you return to when you die. And that’s the paradox, the closer you’re drawn back 
in, the deeper into the void you go. 21 
The camera zooms in onto the comic panels of Fantastic Four # 141 Paul is reading, 
showing the dialogue between Mr. Fantastic Reed Richards and Invisible Woman Sue:  
Sue: WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO HIM, REED?  
Reed: HIS MIND. I’VE SHUT DOWN HIS MIND.  
Sue: THEN YOU’VE TURNED HIM INTO A VEGETABLE.  YOUR OWN 
SON! AFTER WHAT YOU JUST DID, THERE CAN’T BE A TEAM 
ANYMORE… THIS IS THE END… THE END OF THE FANTASTIC FOUR. 
Paul’s first voice-over, which exemplifies the multitrack characteristic of the cinema, 
invites our synesthetic listening to Paul’s narration and paratextual reading the speech 
bubble on the page. It also prepares us for an intertextual reading, for we will soon relate 
Paul’s family to the Fantastic Four as the train arrives at the station and the camera cuts 
to his family waiting in line on the platform. Intertextual references to The Fantastic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21	  All the content of voice-overs is from DVD because of its difference from the shooting script.  
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Four # 141 are used to anchor the axis of time and to foreshadow the change of family 
dynamics.  
Ang Lee had made his name by making light-hearted domestic drama in the early 
1990s. His first three Mandarin films, nicknamed the Father Knows Best trilogy—
Pushing Hands (1992), The Wedding Banquet (1993), Eat Drink Man Woman (1994)—
showcased a Chinese father, played in the films by Sihung Lung, who is vulnerable to the 
sea change of his immigrant society in New York or Taipei. In this domestic series about 
an uprooted Chinese father, Lee seems to inculcate the audience with a longing for a 
more tolerant multicultural society. With success of his domestic films, Lee was hired to 
direct a Jane Austen adaptation, Sense and Sensibility, written by Emma Thompson, in 
England in 1995. Building British witticism and repartee on the familiar framework of 
the domestic genre, Lee adds comic touches such as burping sheep on the English prairie. 
Attending carefully to historical authenticity, Lee reproduces the language, the clothing, 
and the decorum of Georgian society. The success of this English adaptation marked his 
breaking into Hollywood.   
But The Ice Storm presented Lee with a family paradox by featuring a failed 
father figure. During Thanksgiving of 1973, ten years after the John F. Kennedy 
assassination, President Nixon, the ultimate American patriarch, had lost the trust of the 
people, and his reputation was irreparably damaged. Anthony Hopkins reenacted the 
remorse and shame the patriarch might have felt in his performance of Nixon in Oliver 
Stone’s 1995 biopic Nixon. After the US defeat in Vietnam, Watergate hearings and the 
oil embargo, the cinematic Nixon delivers a monologue to Kennedy’s portrait on the 
wall; he says, “When they look at you, they see what they want to be. When they look at 
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me, they see what they are.” Even if the president insists that he is not a crook, his self-
denial and selective honesty foster public resentment. The grievance against the father 
figure is transferred onto the failed father figure Ben Hood, who, by committing adultery, 
has done something to cause the end of the team Fantastic Four (his family). In The Ice 
Storm, Lee associates the conventions of family drama that presents domestic happiness 
with an American family tragicomedy that depicts an embarrassing era when the father is 
less confident than shaky. If the Chinese father in his Mandarin films is resourceful 
enough to remain a strategic mastermind, this American father is the last to navigate his 
changing surroundings, and is only tolerated rather than respected.   
Paul’s angst over his family reflects the vice inherent in the early seventies, for 
parents, who were married in the 1950s and emerging from the sexual revolution in the 
1960s, are on the verge of experiencing a midlife crisis during Nixon’s administration. In 
Moody’s original text, Jim justifies his sleeping with Elena to Wendy and Sandy over 
breakfast the morning after the key party, and his belated remorse only arises when Ben 
brings back Mikey’s corpse. Moody raised his concern with the tell-all parenting popular 
in the early 1970s, relating it to “the metaphysical or psychic or philosophical sexual 
abuse inherent in the sexual revolution of the early seventies.”22 Be it Ben’s extramarital 
affair or Jim’s one-night swap, the father of the family abuses his power no less than the 
ultimate father figure of the nation in 1973. Lacking proper role models, sexually 
precocious teenagers in the novel are forced to grow up on their own. Paul is depicted as 
a “stranded kid” who is “on the verge of not being a kid anymore”; Wendy, eager to be 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22	  Rick Moody and Jill Eisenstadt, p. 58.	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unlike her mother in every way, wants “a childhood in which she [is] a kid.”23 With a 
childhood in which they are no longer children, Paul and Wendy become the surrogate 
adults of the Hoods, aloofly observing the ups-and-downs of Ben and Elena. The 
disillusion of the family comes through when older Paul adds that, “the modern domestic 
tale always features the ordeal and dismemberment of a father” and oftentimes any 
paternal lecture is “full of half-truths, digressions, polemics, and nostalgic anecdotes from 
the past.”24   
But the sanctimonious paternal figure from a prosperous neighborhood in New 
England represents only a small portion of anomalies on the wider American landscape. 
Compared with Benjamin Hood on paper, Archie Bunker from the popular 1970s TV 
show All in the Family may come closer to the obstinately self-righteous father figure, 
who, as Peter N. Carroll notes, is “archetypically full of Bunk, inhabiting a besieged 
‘bunker’ mentality, hero of the most popular television series of the decade.”25Archie, 
rude and obstinate, prefers “an older, simpler America” and voices his fear of the 
changing, multicultural society. Besides, the Bunkers are hostile to the alternative 
lifestyle of swingers; in an episode aired in late October 1972, Archie expels a swinging 
couple from New Jersey from his house. His comical but sincere unease about change 
and lack of self-reflection resonate with those of the father Ben Hood performed by 
Kevin Kline.  
The actors chosen to play the failed parents in the movie are decidedly cast 
against type. Kevin Kline, a veteran Shakespearean stage actor, brings depth and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23	  Moody, The Ice Storm, p. 196; p. 137.	  
24	  Ibid., p. 215; p. 224.	  
25	  Peter N. Carroll, It Seemed Like Nothing Happened (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1982), 61.  
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theatricality to the flawed father, Ben. Robert Stam states that in the cinema “the 
performer also brings along a kind of baggage, a thespian intertext formed by the totality 
of antecedent roles.”26 If Kline’s baggage is his past experience in classic theater, then 
Joan Allen’s arises from her previous period drama that is also set in 1973. Allen’s 
performance as the aloof housewife Elena Hood in New Canaan uncannily contrasts with 
her role as Pat Nixon in the White House in Oliver Stone’s Nixon. To enact Elena’s 
suburban inertia, Allen practices home economics with thick horn-rimmed glasses and a 
pensive look. When a Unitarian minister shows interest in her, Elena ignores his 
flirtatious gesture, looks away and catches the sight of her daughter Wendy, played by 
Christina Ricci, riding a bike along the street. She slowly whispers her yearning to herself 
for the freedom embodied by Wendy. As a result, she suspends dinner-cooking routine 
and fetches a rusty bike from the garage to indulge in a short ride in town. The 
consequence of this behavior will become important as we will see. Similarly, Sigourney 
Weaver, another A-list actress, adds thespian glamor as well as intertextual nostalgia to 
her character Janey Carver, the housewife who has a sexual awakening and wants to 
change her stifling marriage.    
The thespian intertext imposed on the character Ben Hood is Kline’s shades of 
vulnerability. Even if Ben is the clueless father who constantly fails to navigate his 
changing surroundings, he wins over our sympathies at the end of the day. On the ride 
home for Thanksgiving, Ben hesitantly gives Paul fatherly advice on how to masturbate 
(“self-abuse”) while saving water only to be reminded that Paul is no longer a child. He 
hardly keeps his affair hidden from Elena and trembles every time she casts a glance at 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26	  Stam, p. 60.	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him. After knowing the party at the Halfords is a “key party,” he discourages Elena from 
staying, drinks himself into a stupor, and loses his composure, like a true hater of 
immoral swingers, tripping over the floor the moment Janey fishes a teenager’s car key 
from the bowl. All in all, Ben seems less a Hood than an embarrassing Bunker in the 
film. Therefore, the main challenge for this adaptation is how to strike a balance between 
the comic undertone of the first half of the film and the impending natural disaster at the 
end of it.  
Lee described 1973 as “America’s most ‘embarrassing’ year, with Nixon, 
polyester, the admitting of defeat in Vietnam, stagflation, the energy crisis.”27 In The Ice 
Storm, the embarrassment of the era is expressed a là photorealism when characters have 
no eye contact or direct communication with each other even in the same frame, while 
intercutting is used to present the fragmentation of narrative and translate the collision 
between the youth and the staggering patriarch. Although Whitney Dilley argues that 
Lee’s “filmic voice indicates the paradigm of globalized fragmentation in the 
contemporary era,” she thinks, “Schamus develops Moody’s ideas through broken 
sentences, unfinished thoughts, and interrupted communication” in the screenplay.28 
Dilley’s reading of adaptation, however nuanced, falls short of extending it beyond the 
traditional framework of adaptation studies. Thomas Leitch, in “Adaptation Studies at a 
Crossroads,” summarizes three traditional routes often taken by scholars to approach 
adaptation: “the defining context of literature, the will to taxonomize and the quest for 
ostensibly analytical methods and categories that will justify individual evaluations.”29 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27	  Lee’s preface to The Ice Storm: the Shooting Script, viii.	  	  
28	  Whitney Dilley, The Cinema of Ang Lee, p. 94; p. 99.  
29	  Thomas Leitch, “Adaptation Studies at a Crossroads,” p. 65. 
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The will to taxonomize often results in examining to what degree the adaptation delivers 
the textual fidelity; as Leitch argues, the taxonomy “sneaks in” because it comes with 
value judgments to view literature as the antecedent art. However, since the “powerful 
deep currents of culture,” instead of textual fidelity, occupy center stage of the film, I will 
further address how The Ice Storm uncannily renders the zeitgeist of the year 1973, 
through its eclectic inclusion of Eastern and Western sound and music.  
Appropriation of Music, Translation of Mood  
The original soundtrack of The Ice Storm includes a variegated selection, with 
styles both Eastern and Western, ethnic and American, natural and refined, edgy and 
tacky, of popular songs and instrumental music that elaborate the 1973 zeitgeist. This 
movie soundtrack exemplifies the way Lee knows how to take advantage of the 
multitrack medium while bringing in his reflections on popular culture of this period. The 
inspiration of making this adaption starts with his visual and aural memory of the source 
text. In the preface to the shooting script, Lee describes his impression of Moody’s novel:   
When I think of The Ice Storm, I think first of water and rain, of how it falls 
everywhere, seeps into everything, forming underground rivers, and helps to 
shape a landscape. And also, when calm, of how it forms a reflective surface, like 
glass, in which the world reappears….  I also thought a great deal about the 
sounds that an ice storm would make, not just the howling of the wind and rain, 
but the sounds that comes afterwards, as the entire world becomes covered in 
transparent crackling glass. It was these elemental feelings that brought me to The 
Ice Storm. 30 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30	  Lee’s preface, in Schamus’s The Ice Storm, vii. 	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This passage indicates that the starting point for his adaptation was, perhaps, his 
transference of visual and aural memories triggered by reading the novel, and the eclectic 
movie soundtrack shows his attempt to replicate his memory of the reading experience. 
 In The Ice Storm, familiar humor typical of domestic drama precedes the climatic 
key party, teenage sexual adventure, and the tragic death at the end, whereas the 
soundtrack balances the tonal differences between comic relief and imminent danger. The 
soundtrack of miscellaneous popular songs and instrumental music provides the mood as 
well as a clear source of time reference to the year 1973. The Canadian composer 
Mychael Danna was invited to create this East-Meets-West soundtrack for the film. 
Danna’s early collaboration with diasporic filmmakers Atom Egoyan and Mira Nair adds 
ethnic elements to his music, drawing inspiration from “early music, ethnic music, and 
minimalism.”31 In The Ice Storm, the main theme accompanying the opening credits is 
played on the Native American flute, creating an ethereal mood as the camera swings 
around a train model covered in manmade icicles. This otherworldly flute melody in sync 
with the tinkling sounds of ice points to the force of nature—the train is suspended 
because the ice storm cuts off the power. Later, during Ben’s daily commute to work, 
when the train approaches the platform of the New Canaan station, the Indonesian 
gamelan medley is used to lead the Western orchestral music. The musical East-Meets 
West segment fittingly expresses the train’s movement.  
The Native American flute melody that precedes Paul’s voice-over during the 
opening credits lends resonance to the ceremonious Thanksgiving and to the film’s 
portrayal of the freedom of youth. Wendy, after shoplifting a pack of Devil Dogs from a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31	  Miguel Mera, Mychael Danna’s The Ice Storm: A Film Score Guide (Lanham, Maryland: The Scarecrow 
Press, Inc., 2007), 5. 
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local pharmacy, rides her bike along the winter foliage to meet Mikey, played by Elijah 
Wood, at the deserted swimming pool next to Silver Meadow, the private psychiatric 
facility in town. The flute melody accompanied by birds chirping follows her all the way 
before the camera stills on Mikey’s melancholic face. Mikey takes chewing gum from his 
mouth and puts it behind his ear. The melody stops and we hear a crow’s call as the 
camera tilts to a higher angle. The two teenagers trade Bazooka gum, practice French 
kisses, as the crane shot moves high and afar and the gamelan medley precedes the flute 
theme, until they dissolve into silhouettes on a pool full of autumn leaves. The camera 
captures their kiss in an unintrusive manner, as if to catch a landscape shot, as the flute 
melody lends an innocent timbre to this kissing scene. The naturalized kissing scene 
sharply contrasts with the following wide shot of wooded yard outside the Carvers’ glass 
house, as the camera zooms in to Ben and Janey’s intercourse in the guest room. The 
eclectic blend of ethnic music mirrors the awakened and muddled sexual desires of 
American teenagers. 
The miscellaneous popular songs used in the film, different from those mentioned 
in the novel, reflect the correlation between middlebrow taste and consumption culture in 
1973 America. Even though the source text makes abundant references to popular music, 
the selection is limited to exemplify the taste of the narrator Paul, a sixteen-year-old prep-
school teen, who favors British glam rock and New York underground music. However, 
since the film needs to balance the multiple perspectives of  adults and children, the 
miscellaneous popular songs in the soundtrack reflect a variety of tastes and fads. In an 
interview with Miguel Mera, Schamus explained the choice of popular songs in the 
soundtrack as follows:   
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We did not want the greatest hits of the 1970s, we did not want everyone tapping 
their feet and going: “Oh yeah,” What we wanted was that nauseous feeling that 
you get from a vague memory. Not that we picked songs that we did not like. We 
liked them all, but they were there to give a more ambient approach to source cues 
as a rule than otherwise. That is why the soundtrack album is funny because they 
are really not your favorite songs. They are good and you kind of remember them, 
but they were not the songs that you necessarily played, and you did not own the 
LP, but you heard them a lot. It was that kind of approach.32  
In this interview, Schamus intriguingly touches on the correlation between middlebrow 
taste and consumer culture that is internalized in those unforgettable hits. Instead of 
adopting big hits of the period, Schamus and Lee included popular songs suggestive 
enough to elicit a feeling of déjà vu and express the hazy ambience of 1973 America.  
 The eclectic inclusion of popular songs creates an arena of intertextual dialogism 
that reflects 1970s bourgeois taste while underscoring generational differences between 
the adults and children in the film. While familiar melodies are played to indicate 
bourgeois taste at adults’ social occasions, children really own the records and listen to 
the music that inspires them to be different from their parents. There is, as Mera also 
states, a “fundamental distinction between the music that the children listen to and the 
music the adults listen to.”33Also, the difference between Paul’s taste for flamboyant 
glam rock in the novel to his preference for relatively conventional folk music in the film 
addresses what Pierre Bourdieu states as distinction, the exercise of differentiating 
aesthetic taste.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32	  M. Mera, Mychael Danna’s The Ice Storm, pp. 127-8.	  	  
33	  Ibid., p. 128. 	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In the climatic “key party” for adults, popular songs that are familiar enough to 
create an ambience are played at low volume in order to avoid distracting the guests. As 
Ben and Elena arrive at the threshold of the Halfords, Cornelius Brothers and Sister 
Rose’s “Too Late to Turn Back Now,” like a subdued pun, foreshadows the emotional 
storm the couple is going to face. The couple returns to the car after realizing the purpose 
of this key party; Elena suspects that Ben plans to swap her for Janey and insists on 
staying on at the party to stop their plan. As the couple returns to the Halfords, we hear 
Bobby Bloom’s “Montego Bay” faintly playing in the background. As Ben mingles with 
other guests, Elena sits by herself and is discovered by the Unitarian minister who has hit 
on her. As the minister hurriedly comes out with a lame pickup line, “Sometimes the 
shepherd needs the company of the sheep,” Elena responds, “I’m going to try hard not to 
understand the implication of that,” with Harry Nilsson’s novelty song “Coconut” playing 
in the background to emphasize the irony. Later that night, after non-swingers leave the 
party, the host Dot Halford separates remaining guests into men and women, sitting 
opposite to each other in the room, while the melody of Antônio Carlos Jobim’s bossa 
nova piece “O Grande Amor” arises. From American folk music to fusions of Caribbean 
sounds and then to Brazilian bossa nova, the music playlist translates the multicultural 
and cosmopolitan influences of a society in change in the 1970s. However, since the 
diverse selection of music is taken as ambience only, groovy popular music is consumed 
and used to flaunt the guests’ undifferentiated taste.      
 The ice storm provides leisure for adults as well as children to indulge in sexual 
socialization on Friday night. The nearly twenty-minute key party scene is intercut with 
three sequences that show sexual adventures simultaneously engaged in by children of 
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the Hoods and the Carvers. Paul goes to Libbets’ apartment on Park Avenue, Wendy goes 
to the Carvers and finds Sandy, played by Adam Hann-Byrd, alone at home, and Mikey 
goes to Silver Meadow with the hope of meeting Wendy there. At Libbets’ Manhattan 
apartment, after Libbets and Francis, Paul’s roommate and rival in love, are too wasted to 
function, the B-side song “Mr. Big” by the British rock band Free is played in the 
background as Paul looks on. Paul’s musical taste is distinctly perceptible since the 
beginning of the film when he and Francis listen to Frank Zappa’s “Dirty Love” in the 
dorm room. Earlier in 1973, Frank Zappa’s decadent album Over-Nite Sensation was 
released with the cover art decorated with simulated sexual acts on the frame, and onto 
which, Paul unequivocally projects his fantasies. Concurrently, Wendy arrives at the 
Carvers and sees Sandy alone by himself. She guides him to take his first sip of vodka 
before they tentatively try to initiate sexual activity. However, since Sandy is younger 
and needs Wendy to explain to him the definition of “nocturnal emission,” their potential 
sexual tryst is meant to be a futile one. The omniscient moralistic view sneaks in their 
undressing and makes them coyly embrace each other and, affected by alcohol, they soon 
fall asleep. Their naked embrace appears to be angelic and desexualized. Meanwhile, 
Mikey, in an orange parka, walks in the moonlight along the Silver Meadow uphill in the 
wooded suburb, and the sounds of tinkling ice and clinking icicles emerge as the wind 
blows through tree branches. The sounds of nature seem to foreshadow his premature 
demise as he gleefully breathes in the still and clean air and then dissolves in the dark.  
 The abundant references to popular music establish the tone of a cool, literary 
narrator. The movie soundtrack, which includes Asian instrumental music, American folk 
music and popular music, embodies the tapestry of historicity. Changing Paul’s musical 
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taste, from glam rock to popular folk music, Lee subtly makes a “reverse” appropriation 
of American cultural memory. Paul, in Moody’s novel, is both simple and complex. He is 
a cool teen who listens to glam rock and underground music, but he is also a virgin nerd 
who seeks comfort in the Marvel lore, projecting family philosophy on the pages of 
Fantastic Four. He has a hipster’s sensibility and shares a book nerd’s sexual frustration, 
even though his familiarity with rock music scenes might come closer to Moody’s self-
fashioning and personal nostalgia.   
Lee’s alteration of Paul’s taste from glam rock to folk music, still popular in the 
early 1970s, adds humor and warmth to his characterization, giving us a tamed version of 
Paul. After returning home for Thanksgiving, Paul and Wendy discuss “how are the 
parental units functioning these days,” after his father’s embarrassing heart-to-heart on 
the energy-saving tips for his “self-abuse.”    
Wendy: Dad’s like doing his Up with People routine, Mom hasn’t been saying 
much.  
Paul: I don’t know. Dad seems a little bit weird. You know, nervous.  
Wendy: Yeah, well, wait till Mom finally opens her mouth.  
Paul: You think they’re headed for, like, the dustbin of history? Divorce Court?  
Wendy: They dropped out of their couples’ group therapy.34  
The record player in the background plays Jim Croce’s single “I Got a Name,” which was 
posthumously released after Croce’s death in September 1973, but the vinyl record skips 
on the turntable and repeats the line “moving me down the high way” several times. Paul 
endearingly says to Wendy, “Hey, is that my record? You have messed with my shit, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34	  Schamus, The Ice Storm, p. 57.	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Charles.” Paul not only collects Jim Croce’s record, but he—different from the fan of the 
foreign, glamorous, and somewhat dangerous Elton John in Moody’s novel—is a nice 
teenager who loves American folk music. Croce’s lyrics pay tribute to family values and 
heritage, as the first refrain goes, “Like the singing bird and the croaking toad, I got a 
name, I got a name. And I carry it with me like my daddy did. But I'm living the dream 
that he kept hid.” Similarly, Paul has Ben’s last name. And he has just witnessed his 
father’s ungainly wrestle against midlife crisis, but changing social norms will be more 
favorable to the son and empower him to live the dream that his father once had hid.  
Peter N. Carroll, in his seminal book on 1970s America It Seemed Like Nothing 
Happened, addresses the premature “nostalgia” that had become a new campaign 
launched by the popular industries in the early 1970s. Carroll writes, “By 1972, the only 
hopeful vision of the American future seemed to exist in the past. The breakup of the 
Beatles two years earlier had symbolized the end of an era, and the big hit of 1971, Don 
McLean’s ‘American Pie,’ forecast the death of rock ’n’ roll.”35 The mid-1960s British 
Invasion and counterculture movement lay the foundation for the paradigm shift in the 
American music industry. In the early 1970s, when British glam rock musicians put on 
makeup and glitter to create their stage personas, the popularity of folk rock represented 
by James Taylor, John Denver, Carole King, and Jim Croce cast the spell of this nostalgia 
for authentic folk music. The pursuit of authenticity in music, in contrast to the 
incumbent government, reflected the collective anxiety about, as described by Moody, 
“the idea of betrayal in the air” of this period.  
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  Peter N. Carroll, It Seemed Like Nothing Happened, p. 71.	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The use of Croce’s song bespeaks a pivotal moment of cultural change in 1973. 
While glam rock singers put on their stage personas, folk singers lay bare their hearts to 
show the authenticity behind their music. But the irony becomes clear when Croce’s 
record starts to skip and repeat the same line. The skipping record metaphorically heralds 
the unfathomable bog the Hood family is about to sink into. The message of traditional 
family values underlying the lyrics is only partially delivered. Even so, the skipping 
record provides our nostalgia for the “authenticity” of the vinyl records of this period. 
Adults don’t own records that reflect their middlebrow taste, whereas children seem to be 
the real consumers of popular music that articulates their premature nostalgia and inspires 
them to be different from their parents.  
In The Ice Storm, then, music is appropriated to create the ambience, translate the 
mood, and supplement characters’ fragmented communication. All the popular songs 
included in the soundtrack are early-70s period pieces that invest the film with historical 
authenticity except for Danna’s original score and the end-title song “I Can’t Read,” 
written by David Bowie. Even though Bowie remained one of Lee’s favorite singers,36 
his more representative songs from 1973, especially those written for his gender-bending 
androgynous persona, Ziggy Stardust, are not adopted in the soundtrack. The trace of 
glam rock and gender-bending proclivity stopped short of this New England 
neighborhood, and instead, an Oscar-winning song is the substitute for children’s 
recreation.  
It is intriguing to notice the insertion of a real orchestral performance of “The 
Morning After,” the original song of the movie The Poseidon Adventure that won the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36	  Mera, p. 119.	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1972 Academy Award for the Best Original Song in March 1973. While popular songs 
are played in the background, “The Morning After” is the only one being performed by 
the characters, Wendy and Sandy, who play the piece during the school band rehearsal. 
Wendy even plays the theme of “The Morning After” twice on trombone: first during the 
school band rehearsal, then to her parents at home. The appropriation of a contemporary 
mainstream song seems to convey the ambience of the New England neighborhood better 
than gender-bending glam rock songs of this period. Besides, the performance of “The 
Morning After” not only points to the year, but its title suggests the morning after the 
storm, which signals the arrival of a calm period at the Hoods.    
Awakening Women of the Modern Family  
 Elaborating on the 1970s, Edward D. Berkowitz indicates the era truly begins in 
1973, when America’s involvement of Vietnam War ended and the oil embargo heralded 
an economic recession, and ends with Ronand Reagan’s presidency in 1981. Berkowitz 
summaries three interpretive strains of the historiography of the seventies: thinking of the 
seventies as the “me decade,” as Tom Wolfe dubbed it, or the “nothing-happened” era, in 
the words of Peter N. Carroll, who thought the social rebellion of the sixties had 
transformed into individual inward quests in the seventies; the revisionist Arthur 
Schlesinger Jr. thought the era reversed the great dreams of the sixties and paved the way 
for Reagan’s administration later; the conservative David Frum thought, “the seventies 
were the true sixties—the time in which America took on the trappings of informal dress 
and loose morals.”37 For the latter, Berkowitz summarizes, “women had their sixties in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Edward D. Berkowitz, Something Happened (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006), 5.  
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the seventies. In these and other ways, writers on the subject transform the seventies into 
the period that best explained the emergence of modern America.”38 
The robust feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s showed that American 
women’s intellectual vitality and sexual autonomy directly contributed to social and 
cultural changes. After Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) initiated the 
second wave feminism in the U.S, a variety of feminist literature that continued Friedan’s 
spirit emerged and extended to women’s inward search for self-realization. As the 
character Maria in Joan Didion’s Play It as It Lays (1970) says, “I want something more 
than my husband and my children and my home.” Women awakening from the 
disintegrating middle-class marriage can also be found in New Hollywood cinema. Many 
male filmmakers, meanwhile, took a savvy perspective to examine men’s inward search, 
as in John Cassavetes’ Faces (1968) and Husbands (1970) and Mike Nichols’s The 
Graduate (1967).   
The Ice Storm, the film and the natural disaster, exposes the vulnerability of the 
nuclear family, challenges patriarchal authority and proclaims changes in cultural norms 
in 1970s America. Women in the film are the first to know social change, and they 
respond by changing themselves. Ang Lee mentioned in his biography that he wanted to 
capture the effects of cultural change on women. Elena Hood and Janey Carver stepped 
into marriage in the late 1950s, emerging from the sexual revolution in the 1960s, and 
now, in 1973, as their children have entered adolescence, they feel adrift and seek the 
meaning of life.39 They clearly want something more than their husbands, children, or 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38	  Ibid., p. 5-6.	  
39	  Jingbei Zhang, Shinian yijiao dianying meng (A Ten-Year Dream of Cinema: a 
Biography of Ang Lee) (Taipei, Taiwan: Readingtimes, 2002), 199.  
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homes. The female agency is invigorating in the film, because the mothers learn how to 
navigate the icy surface of suburban life before they step into danger. 
When Elena stands outside the public library to browse books on feminist 
literature, from Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics to Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying, she is 
content with her aloneness and intellectual inquiry before the minister who hits on her 
interrupts her thoughts. When Janey is alone at home, she reads Philip Roth’s When She 
Was Good on the waterbed until her husband sits on the other side of the bed and creates 
a tsunami on the surface to disquiet her solitude. Facing the emergence of the feminist 
movement, Elena is a typical housewife suppressed by her “inertia of suburbanization.”40 
Carroll observes the “frustration of American housewifery” that results from living 
vicarious through others’ lives, which may precipitate “an epidemic of psychological 
symptoms associated with depression, self-deprecation, and suicidal impulses.”41 In the 
case of The Ice Storm, as Elena passively endures her disintegrating marriage, Janey is 
hungry for a change and starts an affair with Elena’s husband while criticizing him for 
“boring” her because he wants to talk after sex.   
The release of the frustration of suburban housewifery heralds the storm of family 
disintegration. In Paul’s second voice-over, the non-diegetic image starts when Elena, 
inspired by Wendy, attempts to revisit her youth by cycling in town. However, while 
visiting a pharmacy, she ends up being caught for shoplifting. As Elena is asked to 
explain her behavior, the camera cuts to Paul’s comic book panel that reads,     
Reed: HERE IN THE NEGATIVE ZONE, MY POWERS ARE HALVED, WE 
CAN DO NOTHING BUT WAIT… AND PRAY.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Christian Long, “Running Out of Gas: The Energy Crisis in 1970s Suburban Narratives,” p. 352.   
41 Peter N. Carroll, p. 32.	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Sue: BUT WHAT ABOUT FRANKLIN? HE’LL BE KILLED! 
 
And Paul’s comments on Fantastic Four emerges, 
 
To find yourself in a Negative Zone as the Fantastic Four often do, means all 
everyday assumptions are inverted. Even the Invisible Girl she herself becomes 
visible, so she loses the last semblance of her power. It seems to me that everyone 
exists partially on a Negative Zone level. Some people more than others. In your 
life, it’s kind of like you dip in and out of it… the place where things don’t quite 
work out the way they should.  
But Paul’s voice-over is intercut with his train ride and Janey’s drive along a wooded 
lane. As Janey’s car slowly moves toward the glass house of the Carvers, we hear Paul’s 
voice saying, “But for some people, that’s something about the Negative Zone that tempts 
them… and they end up going in, going in all the way.” Soon after Janey walks out of the 
car, a sudden explosion makes her hide against the car—it turns out that it’s her son 
Sandy who is exploding toy models in the backyard. The “Negative Zone” in Paul’s 
narration becomes a metaphor of the disordered nuclear family confronting fundamental 
challenges to its existence. Janey catches Sandy playing with explosives and asks him to 
play with a whip instead. But what really challenges the mother’s limit is when Sandy 
follows Wendy to the restroom after Wendy tells him, “I’ll show you mine if you show 
me yours.”42  
Wendy Hood is a rebel, a natural figure for feminist interpretation in the movie 
The Ice Storm. She transforms from “the only sensible kid on the block” in the novel to 
the “sullen suburban Lolita” on screen, living in a neighborhood where hypocrisy and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42	  Schamus, The Ice Storm, p. 49. 	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decadence become the new black.43 Wendy seems to be the only Hood who lives in the 
present despite her discontent. She watches television too much, at her home as well as 
the Carvers, and is nearly addicted to this unproductive recreation. Wendy is perceptive 
and rebellious. She distrusts the patriarch of the nation, criticizing Nixon’s dubious taping 
system over the phone to her brother Paul. She observes her parents’ marriage and 
surreptitiously checks their room to look for traces of sex.  
While the mothers in the film struggle to respond to the ongoing feminist 
movement, Wendy is fully equipped with female agency and is constrained by no adult 
responsibilities. Unlike her sexually frustrated mother Elena, Wendy is aware of her 
budding sexuality and enjoys being a whimsical nymph who seldom gives firm answers 
to questions posed by others and is simultaneously adored by the Carver boys. She 
follows her heart and defies authority—challenging her father’s moral sense, shoplifting 
at the local pharmacy, and seducing a minor, Sandy Carver. Her muddled adolescent 
sexuality is expressed in her awkward, sexually-charged seduction of a minor: first in a 
restroom, and then in bed. Hearing Sandy scream, Janey rushes to yank Wendy out of the 
restroom. Janey, with eyes wide open in shock, hesitantly recites her muddled 
understanding of Margaret Mead’s anthropological study of Samoa adolescents, telling 
Wendy, “A person’s body is his temple,” and “This body is your first and last possession. 
Now as your own parents have probably told you, in adolescence our bodies tend to 
betray us.”44  Ironically, Janey shows no qualms about her affair with Wendy’s father and 
yet righteously teaches Wendy and is to be the only parent who is there to respond to 
children’s behavior.    
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43	  Moody, The Ice Storm, p. 19; Schamus, The Ice Storm script, p. 3.	  	  
44	  Schamus, The Ice Storm, p. 50. 	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In contrast to Paul’s absent voice-overs, Wendy’s voice is in sync with real time 
and shows the influence of social issues. Asked by her father to say grace for 
Thanksgiving dinner, Wendy sneers at him, gives a tirade over the white men’s burden, 
and addresses the mistreatment of Native Americans: 
Wendy: Dear Lord, thank you for this Thanksgiving holiday. And for all the  
material possessions we have and enjoy. And for letting us white people kill all 
the Indians and steal their lands. And stuff ourselves like pigs, even though 
children in Asia are being napalmed.45    
Wendy’s prayer uncannily reminds us of the Vietnam War and Sacheen Littlefeather’s 
1973 Academy Awards speech, on behalf of Marlon Brando winning of the Best Actor 
for his performance in The Godfather (1972).46 Her Thanksgiving prayer exemplifies the 
essence of Bakhtinian dialogism, showing how Littlefeather has inspired a teenager to 
think about the white men’s burden and care about ecology.  Also, as discussed earlier, 
Wendy plays on trombone twice the theme of “The Morning After”—during the school 
band rehearsal and at home for her parents. “The Morning After” puns on the crisis her 
family is soon to face on the tempestuous Friday when everything goes wrong and 
inverted, with the real test coming on the morning after.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45	  Ibid., p.61.	  	  
46	  Sacheen Littlefeather’s speech at the 45th Academy Awards: “Hello. My name is Sacheen Littlefeather. 
I'm Apache and I am president of the National Native American Affirmative Image Committee. I'm 
representing Marlon Brando this evening and he has asked me to tell you in a very long speech, which I 
cannot share with you presently because of time but I will be glad to share with the press afterwards, that he 
very regretfully cannot accept this very generous award. And the reasons for this being are the treatment of 
American Indians today by the film industry – excuse me – and on television in movie reruns, and also with 
recent happenings at Wounded Knee. I beg at this time that I have not intruded upon this evening and that 
we will in the future, our hearts and our understandings will meet with love and generosity. Thank you on 
behalf of Marlon Brando.” http://aaspeechesdb.oscars.org/link/045-1/ 
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  Two subplots simultaneously intersect in the Carvers’ glass house. One follows 
Ben, who in his jockey shorts walks out of the guest room, goes to the restroom to 
examine the stash behind the mirror cabinet, plays with Jim Carver’s golf club in the 
living room, and then lies on the waterbed in the master bedroom. The other follows 
Wendy, who arrives at the basement upon Mikey’s request. Sitting in a 1970s-style rec 
room decorated with modular furniture, Mikey demands to know why Wendy lured his 
younger brother to the restroom last week. Wendy ignores him and instead, finds a Nixon 
mask in the room and examines it “as if it were an archeological find.”47 She puts it on 
and promises Mikey a dry hump while remaining fully clothed. Wendy’s second sexual 
adventure, with a Nixon mask on, is meant to trigger unease not only in Mikey but also in 
her father, whose sudden presence interrupts their behavior, even though Ben’s own 
untucked collar, bespeaking his hurried dressing (after waiting for Janey in vain) in the 
other room, makes him ill-positioned to question his own daughter. Facing Ben’s 
question, Wendy fails to defy him, clumsily taking off the Nixon mask, which represents 
the father figure of the nation, flattened, commodified and mass-produced in late 
capitalist society. The message seems to be: from a Nixon mask to the sudden presence of 
a real father, patriarchy nearly permeates every aspect of our lives. But here in the glass 
house, children’s fooling around transparently reflects their parents’ infidelity, swinging 
and unsuccessful parenting. After leaving the Carvers, Ben lifts Wendy up against his 
chest because her toes are cold. From the close-up of Wendy’s face, we know she is 
softened and moved by his behavior.  
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Although The Ice Storm exposes unharmonious interfamilial relationships and 
intergenerational awkwardness that mirror changing social mores after Watergate, it also 
presents its flawed characters very sympathetically. Elena’s attendance at the “key party” 
unleashes her hidden frustration and forces her to face her disintegrating marriage. Elena 
has known about Ben and Janey, and the knowledge has made her avoid confrontation. 
Not until she physically betrays Ben by having sex with Jim can she release her 
frustration and feel justified. In other words, Elena needs to be temporarily suspended 
from her family duty to face her marriage, and sexual betrayal empowers her to take the 
lead. Regretful and guilt-ridden, Elena reluctantly returns to the Halfords to check on Ben 
in the restroom, reassuring him they will “talk in the morning.” After she goes home with 
Jim, they find the power is cut off and discover Wendy and Sandy sleeping together likes 
angels in the guest room. Elena whispers “get dressed” to Wendy, finding herself lose 
ground to blame her own daughter. Reflecting on the wild night, Jim silently looks at his 
son.  
The same kind of remorse crystalizes in Janey, who, after spending hours with a 
teenager from the party, returns home in evident shame. In the dimly lit house, she lingers 
outside her sons’ room but is unable to walk in to check if they are sleeping. She wobbles 
to the master bedroom and curls into a fetal position on the waterbed; as if returning to 
the womb, she listens to water sounds and closes her eyes. Ben, after finding Mikey’s 
body on the road, heroically lifts him up and carries him to the Carvers all by himself. 
Instantly Ben’s former feelings of vexation at Mikey dissipate and he is overcome by 
grief at the grisly sight of Mikey’s body.  
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The calm after the ice storm sets the mood of mourning and the stage for 
reconciliation between adults and children in the two families. The morning after the ice 
storm brings reconciliation. Ben carries Mikey’s body to the Carvers only to find that his 
wife and daughter have spent the night at the Carvers. Jim cries over Mikey’s dead body 
in the living room. Wendy gives Sandy a compassionate hug before she leaves with her 
family, though Sandy’s tears reveal his anger at her, for abandoning his brother the night 
before. And Janey, who is recuperating from the wild night, lies still on the waterbed and 
flutters her eyes to her husband’s cries. The close-up of Sigourney Weaver’s face without 
makeup, bereft of color, enhances her despair and adds uncertainty to Janey’s fate. But 
Janey’s fate, subtly suggested at the end of the film, proves to be a cross-cultural 
collaboration between Lee and Weaver, who asked Lee of the mother’s whereabouts after 
reading the script.48 Listening to Sigourney’s voice, Lee injects an anticipation of 
afterwardness by bringing Janey back to home on the tempestuous night.   
But the censorship is evident in this adaptation, as for example when Wendy and 
Sandy’s naked embrace in the film is desexualized; or when Elena discovers Wendy 
naked with Sandy and doesn’t yank her to the restroom to lather her mouth, as happens in 
the book; or when Jim doesn’t justify his one-night swap with Elena in front of children. 
Paul, unlike the character in the novel, alone on the train, is not approached by a creepy 
stranger who offers him a ride home after arriving in New Canaan. And Janey comes 
home before everyone wakes up. In the sanitized The Ice Storm, the imagination of 
danger is filtered and stopped before it emerges. Instead, the uncanny representation of 
cultural memory, concurrent interlocution and material culture shows that the core of the 
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film is historicity, for Lee bears in mind that the real America is not the America seen on 
screen.  
During the editing process, Lee and Schamus realized that as they had censored 
Paul’s voice they changed the narrative arc, and thus they needed to include Paul’s third 
voice-over during the post-production. The third voice-over is inserted into the sequence 
of intercutting happenings after Mikey’s death in order “to recuperate somewhat from the 
shock of the killing as well as to fold the emotional registers of that shock into one 
primary consciousness.”49 Paul’s voice-over is intercut over a sequence of events: when 
Mikey dies of electrocution, when Elena and Jim arrives home, when Wendy and Sandy 
sleep, when Paul is stranded on the train, and when Ben wakes up from his drunken 
stupor. And Paul’s non-diegetic voice says,   
When you think about it, it’s not easy to keep from just wandering out of life. It’s 
like someone is always leaving the door open to the next world, and if you aren’t 
paying attention, you could just walk through it. And then you’ve died. That’s 
why sometimes in your dreams it’s like you’re standing in that doorway and the 
dying people and the newborn people pass you by and brush up against you as 
they come in and out of the world during the night. You get spun around, and in 
the morning, it takes a while to find your way back in to the world.50    
The temporary deviation from the norm is captured in the words “you get spun around,” 
the consequence of which awaits us in the morning after, because “it takes a while to find 
your way back in to the world.” Paul’s narration indicates that something has happened, 
but his soothing voice, tinged with levity, makes it appear that nothing has happened.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49	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  Ibid. 	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 What really happens when something that happened is made to seem it didn’t 
happen?  
Paul remains an outsider in this tragedy, and he serves as the narrator of his 
family history. As the train finally arrives in New Canaan, Paul holds his Fantastic Four 
# 141 in hand and walks out of the train and sees his family in line on the platform. Little 
does he know his family have gotten “spun around,” and it will take a while for them to 
find a way back to the normal life.  
 
                             Figure 1: “They Stand, silent, even dignified, awaiting him.”   
 
As the Hoods sit in the car, Ben no longer holds himself together and starts to cry. 
Although Ben’s tears are supposed to trigger a liberating epiphany in the audience that is 
“a kind of embarrassment of forgiveness,” as described by Schamus, the final moving 
close-up of Paul’s puzzled, hesitant face condenses the unknown fate of the family that 
moves us. His gaze conveys compassion and tolerance. As the camera freezes on his 
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gaze, the first few notes of David Bowie’s “I Can’t Read” emerge that resonate with the 
father’s belated remorse. 
Bowie’s “I Can’t Read,” written in 1989 for his then new band Tin Machine, is 
the only historically inaccurate popular song used in this period family drama. Bowie 
even changed the lyrics and recorded an acoustic version of the song to better reflect the 
mood of the film. The end-title song charges our synesthetic experience to listen to the 
song and relate Bowie’s vulnerable confession to the repenting father Ben Hood—“I 
can’t read and I can’t write down.” The lyrics here nearly translate Ben’s unspoken 
sorrow and regrets, and expose his vulnerability in front of his family. His tears that are 
mixed with embarrassed remorse are pleading for our tolerance and forgiveness. The fate 
remains unknown but is added with a positive note.  
Conclusion:  
 The Ice Storm demonstrates Lee’s evolution from the Father Knows Best trilogy 
to his challenge of the ultimate father figure, from presenting family relationships in 
domestic drama to recreating historical authenticity in American period drama. Set in 
1973, this film pays tribute to the New Hollywood cinema of the 1960s and 1970s while 
dealing the theme of the disintegrating middle class marriage. But unlike most New 
Hollywood male filmmakers, Lee, as an outsider, literally and figuratively takes off the 
patriarch’s mask and leaves more space to women’s inward search and, through a 
teenaged girl, explores female agency. The distrust of patriarchal authority might speak to 
his coming of age in 1960s Taiwan when the mainstream cultural production then and 
there needed to register the state-sanctioned discourse dominated by the Kuomintang 
(KMT) Nationalist government, so was America’s image filtered and censored to reflect 
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the conservative social mores. Whereas The Ice Storm shows us an intimate scale of 
family life, Lee’s next movie, Ride with the Devil, expands his dramatic horizon to 
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Chapter 2: Imagined South, Imagined Communities in Ride with the Devil (1999) 
 
On May 10, 2013, Ang Lee triumphantly returned to Taiwan to receive the Order 
of Brilliant Star, the country’s highest civilian order, for his achievement in global film 
industry. Two months earlier Lee had received his second Academy Award for Best 
Director for his 3-D movie Life of Pi (2012), which was mainly shot in Taiwan and post-
produced in the U.S., India, Taiwan, and Canada. A symposium that followed the award 
ceremony took place in downtown Taipei. Lee, onstage with the Minister of Culture 
Lung Ying-tai, ascribed his themes of cultural reconciliation to his upbringing and 
outsider identity by saying, “my parents are mainlanders (waisheng ren 外省人) who lost 
the Civil War and came to Taiwan. I’m a foreigner in the U.S. and an outsider wherever I 
go. When I made movies in China, I became Taiwanese (tai-bao 台胞).”1 Being asked 
about the unconventional representation of the American Civil War in his movie Ride 
with the Devil (1999), Lee admitted his sympathy for the losing side and stated historical 
research had given him an insight to probe into the history of globalization and to reflect 
on the conundrum of Taiwan as a minor nation striving for global visibility.2  
Lee’s 1999 movie Ride with the Devil, adapted from Daniel Woodrell’s 1987 
novel Woe to Live On, offers a lesser-known history of the American Civil War by 
focusing on the irregular fighters engaging in guerilla warfare in the Kansas-Missouri 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The symposium, “My Time and I, a Conversation between Ang Lee and the Minister of Culture Lung 
Ying-tai,” took place at Zhongshan Hall in downtown Taipei on May 10, 2013. The conversation can be 
found at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P6GSCuvRibY&t=2358s. Lee’s answer here is my 
translation. His use of “tai-bao” seems to be a deliberate choice, for the term literally means “Taiwan 
compatriot” and is often used as an intimate designation by the people of the People’s Republic of China.  
2	  Ride with the Devil was the biggest box office bomb in 1999, for the Universal Studio had invested $38 
million on the movie and received only $635,000 in return. In 2010, The Criterion Collection released a 
new DVD of Ride with the Devil that included several scenes that had been cut off by the Studios after its 
poor test screening, a belated outcome that made Ang Lee feel justified and deserved.	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border counties. Instead of presenting the War Between the States, the movie features a 
group of Missouri Bushwhackers who congregate in the border counties during the 
outbreak of the war, join the 1863 Lawrence Massacre in Kansas led by the notorious 
guerilla leader William Clarke Quantrill; after the war, they reluctantly assimilate into the 
surroundings of the Reconstruction era. These pro-Confederate rebels are presented as 
birds of a feather on the Western frontier, fighting against the pro-Union militia and 
Kansas Jayhawkers. The East-West axis that subtends the already convoluted border 
warfare in this movie is further complicated by its location shooting in Missouri and 
shifting focus to two characters, Jake Roedel and Daniel Holt, a German American and a 
freed slave, who have neither pro-South nor proslavery disposition but fight along the 
pro-South Bushwhackers.  
Little consensus was reached among film critics and scholars about the genre of 
Ride with the Devil when it was released in 1999. English critic Philip French examined 
the movie alongside high-grossing Westerns in the 1990s that followed the success of 
Dance with Wolves, stating it was “a masterpiece touching on the Civil War.” Australian 
scholars Noel King described the movie as “the best Western since Clint Eastwood’s 
Unforgiven (1992)” and Adrian Danks read it as “a revisionist Western” for its human 
portrait of Southern riders.3 Interpretations of Ride with the Devil as a Western, though 
misconstrued, to some degree reflect its lack of a definite pro-Southern stance. It neither 
demonizes freed slaves, as does The Birth of a Nation (1915), nor glorifies the 
Confederacy, as does Gone with the Wind (1939); Lee portrays the Bushwhackers as 
long-haired young men fighting for their loved ones and camaraderie.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Philip French, “Devils on Horseback,” The Guardian; Noel King, “Ride with the Devil,” Senses of 
Cinema; Adrian Danks, “Tomorrow the Green Grass: Ang Lee’s Ride with the Devil,” selected from 
Contemporary Westerns: Film and Television Since 1990.  
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American critics, on the other hand, seemed more intrigued by the time this 
Taiwanese director had invested on the historical research behind the screen. Stephen 
Holden, in his review for The New York Times, stated that whereas most Civil War 
movies are adorned with “high-romantic flourishes,” Ride with the Devil diverts “its 
attention to period detail, to [nineteenth]-century customs and locutions of speech,” and 
therefore it “feels at times like an anthropological study.”4 The period language and 
mannerisms that hold up the backdrop of antebellum America in the novel became the 
essentials that drew Ang Lee to the book-to-film adaptation. After reading Woodrell’s 
novel, Lee was attracted to the first-person narrative and asked producer-cum-writer 
James Schamus to “copy the book” in order to deliver the “Shakespearean language.”5 
The dialogue paces and camera movements of the movie were also slowed down to 
capture a more leisure way of life in the Civil War era. David Thomson states that the 
“odd construction of speech” of the film made the audience “trust a texture of life being 
accurately restored.”6 John C. Tibbetts ascribed its pitch-perfect period language to hiring 
the veteran voice coach Paul Meier to train the actors and oversee most dialogue scenes 
on the set.7  
However, reading Ride with the Devil as either a Civil War film or a Western 
creates a false dilemma that would obscure the attempt to further explore the rationale 
behind the adaptation that Ang Lee sympathizes with the South, identifies with the two 
outsiders in the novel, and finds the American Civil War analogous to the Chinese Civil 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Stephen Holden, “Ride with the Devil: Far from Gettysburg, a Heartland Torn Apart,” The New York 
Times.  
5 John C. Tibbetts, The Hard Ride: Jayhawkers and Bushwhackers in the Kansas-Missouri Border Wars—
Ride with the Devil.” Literature/Film Quarterly 27.3 (Jan, 1999): 189-195.  
6 David Thomson,  “Riding with Ang Lee.” Film Comment. Vol. 35 no. 6 (Nov/Dec 1999), 4.  
7 Tibbetts, Speaking: Sound, Sense, and Sensibility in Ang Lee’s Ride with the Devil.” The Literature/ Film 
Reader: Issues of Adaptation (Lanham, Maryland: the Scarecrow Press, 2007).  
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War experienced by his parents. The transition from Lee’s sympathy for the South to 
identifying with the outsiders and recognizing the origin of Americanization presents a 
conceptual loophole that is snubbed in the discussion of genre criticism above. Instead of 
throwing the genre babies out with the bathwater, I want to add to the genre reading the 
dimension of adaptation in order to arrive at a more comprehensive assessment of this 
movie. Not only is the movie an American film, but it is also a transcultural adaptation 
tapping into Lee’s reflections on nationalism, cultural identity, and globalization.  
As Pascal Nicklas and Oliver Linder emphasize the effect of cultural 
appropriation on adaptation in their co-edited volume Adaptation and Cultural 
Appropriation (2012), adaptation should be examined as a “new living organism” 
because it has a “metabolic quality” that is affected by the “creative and metamorphic 
process” of appropriation, and, moreover, “cultural appropriation implies a move towards 
the new version rather than a move away from the ‘original.’”8 A thorough examination 
should tap into the director’s proficiency in and challenge to film genres and his unique 
transcultural background vis-à-vis this coming-of-age movie set in the Civil War. The 
parallel between the American Civil War and the Chinese Civil War is inserted in some 
reflective moments, as when a Southerner ponders over the Lost Cause while marveling 
at the infrastructure of modernity in the free state Kansas. At the end of the film, the 
former riders, still haunted by the specters of the Confederacy, feel out of place and out 
of time in the aftermath of the Civil War, a melancholy that uncannily evokes the passé 
specters of Cultural China that have followed the mainlanders across the strait to Taiwan. 
Beneath the American narrative, Ride with the Devil unfolds like a national allegory that 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Pascal Nicklas and Olivier Linder, Adaptation and Cultural Appropriation: Literature, Film and the Arts 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), 6. 
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visualizes the specters of immigrants’ motherland and envisions the evolving nature of a 
new Taiwanese identity. 
Taiwan: Sinicization vs. Americanization  
 Over the past two decades, Ang Lee has produced an impressive body of work in 
Chinese—Pushing Hands (1992), The Wedding Banquet (1993), Eat Drink Man Woman 
(1994), Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon (2001), and Lust, Caution (2007)—that makes 
film scholars and critics categorize him, out of discursive strategies and ideological 
paradigm shifts, as a filmmaker of Chinese cinema(s), global Chinese cinema, diasporic 
cinemas, New Taiwan Cinema, or Sinophone cinemas. Each discourse has its supporters, 
but the first three categories more or less yield the idea of Chineseness or reiterate the 
notion of Cultural China, which assumes a dominant Han Chinese culture that lays the 
foundation of an overarching Chinese identity and continuously disseminates overseas 
along with the Chines diaspora.9 Chien-hsin Tsai criticizes the notion of Cultural China in 
his book A Passage to China (2017), for it “ethnicizes everyone tangentially related to 
China into a loyal underwriter of Chinese cultural genealogy and its continual grown in 
China and elsewhere.”10 In other words, Cultural China “ethnicizes” all non-Han and 
non-Chinese people who adopt Chinese as a tool of communication but live in different 
parts of the world, outside of China, to romantically imagine and identify themselves 
with the myth of Chinese nationalism.  
 Sinophone studies, a discursive paradigm created in mid-2000s by Shu-mei Shih, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 New Confucianism scholar Tu Wei-ming, an advocate of Cultural China, elaborated the concept in his 
“Cultural China: The Periphery as the Center”(1991). Tu put Taiwan in the “first symbolic universe” that 
propagated the notion of Cultural China, worrying that Taiwan’s nativist movement would soon upend the 
collective consciousness of Chineseness on the island.  
10 Tsai, Chien-hsin Tsai, A Passage to China: Literature, Loyalism, and Colonial Taiwan (Cambridge, MA 
and London: Harvard University Press, 2017), 297.    
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Professor of Comparative Literature at UCLA, is an early attempt to deconstruct the 
collective Chineseness that has been built upon “a retrospective, uninterrupted narrative 
of China as victim.” The victim narrative disregards the history of China’s continental 
colonialism when the Qing Dynasty forcefully expanded the territory of “China proper” 
to Xinjiang and Tibet that would later be “largely inherited by the Republic of China 
(1911-1949) and People’s Republic of China (established in 1949).” As a dominant 
minority of Qing China, Manchu people needed to acquire the Sinitic language of 
Mandarin, at the expense of their mother tongue, and to acculturate to the Han Chinese 
culture; their self-imposed Sinicization shows that Han culture had been a dominant 
culture and ideology throughout. Settler colonialism in seventeenth-century Taiwan and 
migration to Malaysia and the Philippines over the centuries are the other two nodal 
points that bespeak the history of Chinese hegemony. Sinophone studies presumably 
presents a new paradigm to approach the Sinophone, not Chinese diaspora, but “the 
Sinitic-language communities and cultures outside China as well as ethnic minority 
communities and cultures within China where Mandarin is adopted or imposed.”11  
David Der-wei Wang, Edward C. Henderson Professor of Chinese Literature at 
Harvard, in his article “Post-Loyalism” differentiates two kinds of Chinese “loyalists” in 
Taiwan who participated in the establishment of the unique Taiwanese subjectivity. The 
first is the Han settlers who arrived in seventeenth-century Taiwan in defiance of the 
minority ruler of Qing Dynasty; the other are the Chinese immigrants who lost the 
Chinese Civil War to the Communist Party and came with the Nationalist Party 
(Kuomintang) to Taiwan in 1949. The term “loyalist” (yi-min 遺民), which literally 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Shu-mei Shih, Sinophone Studies: A Critical Reader. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013), 2-
3; 11. 
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means “the abandoned people,” was coined to mean “one who remains loyal to a former 
dynasty and is ashamed to serve a new dynasty when a change in state power occurs.”12 
The loyalist alluded to the Han settlers’ migrating to seventeenth-century Taiwan: they 
drove away the Dutch settlers in Tainan of Southern Taiwan and took over it as the 
designated site to revive the Ming Dynasty and preserve the Han culture intact in order to 
organize a series of anti-Qing rebellion, even though they would identify themselves as 
“nativists” after acculturating to Taiwan. During the Japanese rule (1895-1945), the 
sentiment of loyalism still existed, but since the dynasty had been overturned, loyalism, 
Wang states, “resented not the dregs of feudal thinking but an ethical burden shouldered 
by the subject entering modernity and facing the collapse.”13  
In 1949, the 1.5 million Chinese mainland immigrants, who fled from China and 
arrived ashore in Taiwan, identified the island as a sojourn without knowing that they 
would need to wait for four decades to travel back home. The Nationalist Party soon took 
over the government of Taiwan and propagated the Mandarin Movement and prohibited 
people from using Japanese; the movement went extreme in the 1970s by banning the 
usage of other local dialects, including Taiwanese. Mainlanders with military background 
would often be hired as civil servants and relocated to the “military compound” (juancun 
眷村), where new aesthetics of “post loyalism” gradually took form. The military 
compound literature (juancun wenxue 眷村文學) evokes a collective nostalgia that 
haunted mainlanders’ writings as the “specters of Marx” described by Derrida. Haunting, 
Derrida writes, “is historical, to be sure, but it is not dated, it is never docilely given a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 David Der-wei Wang, “Post-Loyalism.” Sinophone Studies: A Critical Reader (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2013), 93.   
13 Wang, p. 98. 
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date in the chain of presents, day after day, according to the instituted order of a 
calendar.”14 The specters that have haunted the mainlanders were historical and begotten 
by the pre-1949 Republic of China.  
Feeling uprooted and dispossessed, many mainlanders subscribed to the beliefs of 
homogeneous Chinese language and culture instead, and their loyalist consciousness, 
Wang notes, “perpetually hints at a vanished space in time, fixating on a political 
orthodoxy that may have never been orthodox.”15 The loyalist pathos conveys the 
collective sentimentality in their refusal to “comprehend the mandate” and to face the 
regime change. Wang writes:   
Time’s continuum becomes disjointed and forms of remembering become 
unrestricted. The post-loyalist’s sense of loss and his inability to let go of his love 
and resentment are no longer bound by systematic thinking. These feelings rather 
become endlessly evolving burdens and quagmires—or ghostly seductions.16  
The post loyalists who have been haunted by the specters of Cultural China, however, are 
not extinct in Taiwan, feeling bitter, betrayed, and really abandoned by the times.     
Growing up in the military compound, Ang Lee was exposed to the collective 
sentimentality of post-loyalism. His father was a mainlander arriving in 1949 and the 
principal of a well-known senior high school in Tainan where Lee would later attend. Lee 
remembered feeling nostalgic about the China he had never seen, as he confessed to Rick 
Lyman of The New York Times, especially in watching the Mandarin musical movie The 
Love Eterne (1963), an adaptation of the classic Chinese story “Butterfly Lovers.” He 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New 
International (New York and London: Routledge, 1994), 4.  
15 Wang, p. 101.  
16 Wang, p. 102. 
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watched the movie repeatedly and felt the sensation of getting to know the place where 
his father had come from, even though it was a simulacrum made in 1960s Hong Kong.17 
The premature nostalgia for the Old China was passed down, if not inherited from, by his 
family and environment.  
The influence of the United States was prevalent in Taiwan in the 1960s and 
1970s. The United States Air Force was stationed in the nearby Tainan Airport from 1959 
to 1979, until the U.S. Congress passed the Taiwan Relation Act. The Armed Forces 
Network Taiwan (AFNT), the pre-incarnation of International Community Radio Taipei 
(ICRT), was set up to serve the American military personnel in Taiwan. Hollywood 
movies were played in the theaters. But Tainan was also the municipality where the Ming 
settlers first arrived and overturned the Dutch settlement; the city has remained a 
stronghold of the nativist identity ever since. Despite the top-down Mandarin Chinese 
education, Lee remembered feeling like an outsider for not being able to comprehend or 
engage in conversations with his schoolmates in Taiwanese.18  
 The imaginary of America, unlike the Old China, connoted modernity and was the 
de facto cultural hegemony during the Cold War Taiwan. Political rhetoric that embraced 
American values such as democracy and freedom were used as common denominators by 
the Nationalist government to draw differences from their Communist counterpart. Chih-
ming Wang, in his article “Thinking and Feeling Asian America in Taiwan,” addresses 
the paradoxical status of the robust Chinese American literary studies in Taiwan since the 
1980s, arguing that “the discernable ‘Americanness’ in Chinese American texts that, by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Rick Lyman, “Watching Movies with Ang Lee: Crouching Memory, Hidden Heart.” The New York 
Times, March 9, 2001.	  	  	  
18 Zhang, p. 23. Lee transferred to Tainan at age 10; he described the experience of receiving corporal 
punishment and hearing everyone speak Taiwanese in school as his first “cultural shock.”  
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contrast, makes ‘Chinese’ culture familiar to Chinese readers and Chinese American 
literature as a field of study.” The phenomenon that taps into the ethnic and cultural 
affinity in Chinese American literature, to Wang, shows that, “Taiwan’s political and 
economic dependence on the United States would be the base of this cultural affinity.”19 
It reflects the age-long common bias in favor of Americanity, for it stands for the 
imaginary of globalization and seemingly can be acquired through labor migration or 
studying in the U.S. With the U.S. military bases stationed in the 1950s, Taiwanese 
students felt inspired and encouraged to study abroad in the U.S. over the next two 
decades, and many of them joined the trend of the post-1965 student migration and 
stayed, transforming “from overseas student to immigrant” in the U.S. 20 
Coming to the U.S. in 1978, Ang Lee was among those overseas students. But 
like most overseas students from Third World countries, he was expected to take on a 
preordained in-between role, to honor his country on the global stage and to redirect the 
global attention to his home country. As a second-generation mainlander and first-
generation Taiwanese, Lee was aware that his would be a nationalist task, except that 
coming to the United States also gave him a new insight to examine the nationalist 
consciousness indoctrinated back home.  
A brief revelation about the absurdity of nationalist consciousness was shown in 
his 2005 interview with Peter Bowen. Lee said:  
I grew up believing in the Chinese idea in Taiwan, believing in education, the 
nationalist party, my parents and all that. When I found a lot of that was phony, it 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19	  Chih-ming Wang, “Thinking and Feeling Asian America in Taiwan.” American Quarterly vol. 59, no. 1 
(March 2007), 138. 
20	  Wang,	  p.	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  student	  to	  immigrant”	  was	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sort of turned me upside down […] when I was 23 and I first came to the States, 
no longer believing in the place I came from, but also not being an American, 
made me realize that I have and will all my life be a foreigner, an outsider. In my 
films, I always identify with the outsider, like the characters of Tobey [Maguire] 
and Jeffrey [Wright] in Ride With the Devil. Also, I understand things not being as 
we were told they were. That America, the civil war, the ’70s are not as we were 
told. So if I see material that looks very real to me and has a different angle and it 
is not what we see in public or in the media, then I find that very interesting.21  
Although Lee explained neither the Chinese idea nor the unreal American material to his 
interviewer, considering the pairing of his dismay by his Chinese education in Taiwan 
and by the unrealistic representation of the American Civil War, the missing references in 
this context are likely to arrive at a critique of the passion for the Cultural China in 
Taiwan and the cult of the Lost Cause in Hollywood. Instead of thinking and feeling 
Asian American in Taiwan, Ang Lee’s case presents a model that shows one’s thinking 
Chinese and feeling American in Taiwan, and thus, his adaptation of an American Civil 
War text was certainly an organic and purposeful decision.  
From Genre Films to Film Adaptation  
After the Civil War, forgiving and forgetting the past of sectional hostilities was 
the common belief among northerners during the Reconstruction era. In the late 1890s, a 
new patriotism and national pride emerged as a consequence of the Spanish-American 
War. The northern whites with varying views of African Americans ultimately yielded to 
“the racial pressures of reunion,” learning to depoliticize the history of sectionalism and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Peter Bowen, “Ride the High Country.” Filmmaker 14, no. 1 (October 2005), 36. 
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the aftermath of American slavery in order to resuscitate a romance of the reunion.22 But 
in the meantime, the idea of the Lost Cause started to germinate in the South, a 
melancholy expression of the enduring collective memory of Southern defeat that would 
be widely embraced by its supporters since the 1880s. The Lost Cause of the 
Confederacy was first used as the title of an 1866 history pamphlet of the Confederacy 
written by Edward A. Pollard. In the 1870s, members of the Southern Historical Society 
adopted the term the Lost Cause that purported to justify the South’s secession and 
idealize the Confederate war as in defense of states’ rights, not slavery. Robert E. Lee 
was appraised as a military genius and a perfect embodiment of the Southern chivalry and 
code of honor in this regard. And what caused Confederate defeat was not a blow to the 
Southern ethos, but the Union’s abundant resources and large number of soldiers.23 
The discursive pathos of the Lost Cause has been circulated and glorified in the 
Civil War film that dates back to D. W. Griffith’s first Civil War film The Guerilla in 
1908. As the reunion ideology blossomed nationwide in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, the imagery of the South was cautiously rendered and often idealized 
on screen. During the period between the 1920s and the 1940s, Union heroes were even 
considered undesirable because film studios would choose either to make fewer Civil 
War films to save the extravagant production costs, or to cater to the audience, Melvyn 
Stokes describes, with “a reluctance to offend (white) southern susceptibilities with 
regard to a violent and controversial period may also have helped account for the dearth 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Nina Silber, The Romance of Reunion: Northerners and the South, 1865-1900. (Chapel Hill & London: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 1993), 124.  
23 Robert M. Myers, “It’s What People Say We’re Fighting for: Representing the Lost Cause in Cold 
Mountain.” Why We Fought? America’s Wars in Film and History (Lexington, Kentucky: The University 
Press of Kentucky, 2008), 122.   
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of Civil War movies.”24 Two Civil War films, Griffiths’ The Birth of a Nation, an 
adaptation of Thomas Dixon’s 1905 novel The Clansman, and David O. Selznick’s 
production Gone with the Wind, based on Margaret Mitchell’s 1936 bestseller, were the 
blockbusters that reached canonical status despite their dissonant messages. Mark 
Royden Winchell states that the undetected racism in Griffith made him simplify the 
cause of the secession to a line on the intertitle: “If the North Carries the Election, the 
South Will Secede.”25 David S. Reynolds reads Gone with the Wind as Mitchell’s “anti-
Stowe” novel that presents the “beguilingly romantic” Old South and her problematic 
portraits of African Americans were reinvigorated in Selznick’s widely received 
adaptation Gone with the Wind.26  
The Western, on the other hand, often revolves around the “thematic myth” of 
pioneers “bringing civilization to the Western wilderness” while exploiting sexual and 
racial stereotypes on screen.27 The Western became one of the most popular genres in 
1930s Hollywood, wherein Quantrill and his raiders were frequently portrayed as anti-
heroes, fighting against the Union army and Jayhawkers. Since the majority of Westerns 
are set in the Reconstruction era, Adrian Danks notes, “the cessation of the conflict as a 
key instigating and even unifying event that enabled the wholesale expansion into the 
American West and the full arrival of a modernity.”28 The former Southern raiders, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Melvyn Stokes, American History through Hollywood Film: from the Revolution to the 1960s (London 
and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 91.  
25 Mark Royden Winchell, God, Man & Hollywood. Politically Incorrect Cinema from The Birth of a 
Nation to The Passion of Christ (Wilmington, Delaware: ISI Books, 2008), 16.  
26 David. S. Reynolds, Mightier than the Sword: Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the Battle of America. (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2011), 253-54.  
27	  Harry M. Benshoff and Sean Griffin. America on Film: Representing Race, Class, and Sexuality in the 
Movies (Malden and Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2009), 105.  
28 Adrian Danks, “Tomorrow the Green Grass: Ang Lee’s Ride with the Devil.” Contemporary Westerns: 
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  Hsieh	  
	  
51	  
Quantrill, the James Brothers, and Cole Younger, like the specters of the Lost Cause, 
were dispossessed but dignified onscreen. Their loyalism to the imagined South, or the 
nonexistent Confederacy, was romanticized, even glorified, as they saved vulnerable 
Southern belles from losing grace from the lawless. A revisionist dimension was added to 
the post-classical Western in the late 1960s and the 1970s, to question its conventions by 
obscuring the boundary between North and South, adding strong female leads, and 
adopting a more sympathetic view of Native Americans and Mexicans.  
The cessation of the conflict is also the beginning of Americanization. With the 
infrastructure construction, the raids and slaughter of Native Americans, the end of 
slavery, developing industrial capitalization, and the emergence of a mass popular 
culture, the arrival of modernity gradually tamed the landscape and expanded the 
westward frontier. The arrival of modernity became the centerpiece in many revisionist 
Westerns. Philip Kaufman reimages Cole Younger and Jesse James’s failed robbery 
scheme in The Great Northfield Minnesota Raid (1972), wherein surviving raiders are 
left unprepared for the change of time. The aging Bloody Bill Anderson even appears in 
Clint Eastwood’s The Outlaw Josey Wales (1976) to lead Josey on a quest, not for militia, 
but for a man known as Red Legs who killed his family. The causes of war and revenge 
to both sides become the result of historical glitches, as Josey Wales says at the end of the 
film, “We all died a little in that damn war.”  
From Woe to Live On to Ride with the Devil  
Ride with the Devil, Lee’s second American adaptation, starts with the outbreak of 
the Civil War and ends at the beginning of the Restoration era. The narrative takes place 
against the framework of the Civil War film and ends with former Bushwhackers’ 
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westward gesture as pioneers in the Western. But unlike the protagonists in most pro-
South Civil War films, the young rebels of Ride with the Devil are not unaware that they 
might be fighting for the wrong cause at the wrong time. Conflicted over the causes of 
war, they not only kill enemies but they ambush each other. Moreover, the last forty 
minutes of the movie following the cessation of conflict feature former Bushwhackers, no 
longer riding horses through tall grass, being maimed and domesticated at home, tending 
their infants and waiting for their wives to put food on the table. By contrast, the 
infamous Southern riders’ bravado in the classical Western seems like a sham. 
Nevertheless, the melding of the Civil War film and the Western makes Ride with the 
Devil a unique period drama that is at odds with the audience’s anticipation of the 
conventional pact with genre films; it is burdened with the uncanny recreation of period 
authenticity.  
But the texture of the true western frontier, captured in Daniel Woodrell’s novel 
Woe to Live On, had been underestimated when the novel appeared in 1987. As a young 
child, Woodrell had been exposed to legends of his Bushwhacker ancestors in Ozarks, 
Missouri. He dropped out of high school to sign up for the marines during the Vietnam 
War but was detained in Guam for being too young. Returning to Lawrence, Kansas, 
Woodrell finished his college studies before enrolling in the MFA program of Iowa 
Writers’ Workshop.29 Conducting historical research on Bushwhackers and adapting the 
materials to his fiction seems to him an organic tribute to his roots and family memories. 
His 1983 short story “Woe to Live On,” published in The Missouri Review, tells the story 
of Jake Roedel of German descent, who, at 70, remembers the old days fighting along 
with legendary riders: Cole Younger, Arch Clements, the James Brothers, and William 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 See Kay Bonetti (1999); Peter Bowen (2005); John Tibbetts (1999; 2007); Ben Westhoff, (2006). 
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Quantrill. Woe to Live On is the prequel to the short story and narrated by teenaged Jake, 
who remembers the days of guerilla warfare and the atrocious Lawrence raid.  
Woe to Live On is often read as a pro-Southern novel, even though the book 
makes no mention of Robert E. Lee and only vaguely addresses the Lost Cause mentality. 
Woodrell realistically paints the psyche of the rebels, who fight, not for the Southern 
code of honor, but to avenge the deaths of their families and friends. Ron Rash states in 
his foreword to Woe to Live On that most American novelists would shy away from 
writing such a novel for lack of the courage “to tell a story where racial epithets are 
common and, even worse, a major character is a black man who fights for the 
Confederacy.”30 Against all odds, Quantrill’s gang was noted for the presence of black 
rebels who excelled their white peers.31 The reasons why black fighters joined the 
warfare varied, but many of them chose to prove loyalty to their masters and hoped for 
better treatment after the war. The truth is, Missouri was a Union State that allowed and 
practiced slavery during the antebellum America, and the conflicts on the Border States 
were less affected by the ideology of secession of Southern States than by the feud 
between Missouri Bushwhackers and Kansas Jayhawkers. 
In Woe to Live On, the protagonist Jake Roedel’s bilingual background makes 
him an ideal negotiator between German Americans (mostly Union supporters) and his 
pro-Confederate Bushwhacker comrades. In the opening sequence, Jake has to translate 
for a German civilian who claims that he is not “a Union man” in his “alien tongue” that 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 See Rash’s foreword to Daniel Woorell’s novel Woe to Live On (New York and London: Back Bay 
Books, 2012), ix.  
31	  In his book Devil Knows How to Ride (New York: Da Capo Press, 1998) Edward E. Leslie retrieved 
rosters and reunion photos to identify three black fighters in Quantrill’s band, including John Lobb, Henry 
Wilson, and John Noland, and Noland was nicknamed “a man among men” (Leslie, 86).  Leslie’s book 
became a key reference for Ang Lee and the crew to recreate the period.   
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can only be understood by Jake to no avail. The guerilla fighters seldom observe the 
gentlemanly rules of war as the Confederate Army does. They don Union blue uniforms 
to deceive unsuspecting civilians and kill them once a slight inclination to the Union is 
found. 
As an immigrant’s son, Jake is aware of the divide between his roots and his self-
fashioning: the Germans who support the Union like his father and the pro-South 
Bushwhackers he chooses to identify with. Jake’s birth father had the trait of the “48-
ers,” who fled from the Deutsche Revolution of 1848 and settled in Missouri during the 
late 1840s and early 1850s and strongly opposed slavery. However, since his father 
“spoke almost no English,” Jake feels indebted to Asa Chile, his best friend Jack Bull’s 
gentleman father, for his language instruction, which helps him acculturate to American 
society. After Asa dies at the hands of a Union captain, Jake joins Jack Bull to the First 
Kansas Irregulars led by Black John Ambrose, wave the Black Flag, and vow to avenge 
the deaths of their families and friends, fighting against pro-Union Red Legs, 
Jayhawkers, and the militia. Although Jake has acquired a new role as a Southern 
sympathizer, still, he is nicknamed by his comrades “the Dutch” (Deutsche) and the “rare 
Dutchman,” who kills the Yanks and tries to be “as American as anybody.”32  
While the North-South divide is visible in the War Between the States, the 
difference between irregular forces from two sides of the border may not be as distinctive 
as the difference between the Black flag (Bushwhackers) and the red leggings 
(Jayhawkers). In the novel, the Bushwhackers justify their self-fashioning by finding 
fault with abolitionist Jayhawkers, accusing them of raiding, for “they freed horseflesh 
from riders, furniture from houses, cattle from pastures, precious jewelry from family 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Woodrell, p. 73, p. 74.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Hsieh	  
	  
55	  
troves and wives from husbands.”33 But soon after they invade Lawrence, Kansas, “the 
most hated burg on the border, home of the Jayhawkers and their foam-mouthed ilk,” 
they maraud and kill nearly a hundred and fifty civilians, leaving the town a ruined 
settlement.34 Greed, not the Southern code of honor, is referred to as the impetus that 
drives irregular forces from both sides to act alike.  
Daniel Holt is the freed slave fighting along with his Bushwhacker comrades. 
First introduced as young master George Clyde’s “pet nigger,” Holt is described as “an 
excellent scout and a useful spy.” George Clyde would speak of Holt as the only black 
man he wouldn’t “try to hitch behind a plow,” but Holt creates a sensation wherever he 
goes for being a black man with a gun.35 Like Jake, Holt joins the Bushwhackers for 
camaraderie. While Jake takes moral responsibility for Jack Bull’s dead father, Holt and 
George Clyde carefully maintain a master and slave symbiosis. After Jack Bull dies, the 
tie between Jake and Holt grows stronger. Only when they are alone can Holt ask Jake to 
read him the letters stolen from the Union army and reveal to Jake his full name, Daniel 
Holt. After George Clyde dies, Holt undergoes self-emancipation and becomes a true free 
man at the end of the book.  
What makes Woodrell’s presentation of race unique is that the black rebel is 
always observed through the lens of Jake Roedel, whose outsider identity reminds us of 
the outcast Huckleberry Finn in Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. The 
Jake-Holt dyad raises a moral dilemma similar to that staged by his fellow Missourian 
writer in the bond between Huck Finn and Jim, the two outcasts in the South. But the 
relationship between two Missouri Bushwhackers is especially complicated, since Holt 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Woodrell, p. 51. 
34 Woodrell, p. 116.  
35 Woodrell, p, 39, p. 89.	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joins the gang feeling indebted to the master who bought him freedom and his moral 
qualms arise only when George Clyde abandons him and his quasi-comrades kill 
unarmed black folks in Lawrence, Kansas. The double alienation felt by Daniel Holt, 
parallel that of Ang Lee, who confessed in the movie’s Criterion Collections DVD 
commentary ten years after its making that he identified with Holt upon reading the novel 
and would need some explanation before he could relate to Jake’s character. Woe to Live 
On struck him as the novel that reveals the truth of the American Civil War, a perspective 
unlike that of most Civil War narratives with an emphasis on the South, since the novel 
neither glorifies the Old South nor justifies the Lost Cause.  
Ride with the Devil, like the novel it is based on, aims at reflecting the complexity 
of the Civil War and its aftermath. A final reconciliation between North and South is 
embedded in the deliberately prolonged domestic scene in the movie to convey the 
change on issues in race, ethnicity, geopolitics, and gender performativity in America. In 
his foreword to Schamus’ screenplay of Ride with the Devil, Ang Lee recalled, coming of 
age in 1960s Taiwan and frequently hearing the term “Americanization” used to describe 
social change. Reading Woodrell’s novel made him realize that, “the Yankees won not 
only the territory but, in a sense, a victory for a whole way of life and of thinking,” and 
“as a Taiwanese, I can identify with the Southerners as the Yankees change their way of 
life for ever, but I also identify more strongly with these outsiders, who grasp at freedom 
and fight for it.”36 The Union way of life and of thinking—democracy, freedom, 
modernity, and capitalism—becomes the shorthand for Americanization in this foreword, 
which is revealing in two ways. First, the sentiment of feeling “Americanized” in Taiwan 
indeed addresses a whole generation’s structure of feeling during the Cold War. Second, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 James Schamus, Ride with the Devil. (London and New York: Faber and Faber, 1999), ix.   
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while Lee feels no conflict over his double identification with both the South and the 
“others” of the group, this pliable identity proper bespeaks the flexibility of a developing 
Taiwanese identity.      
An outsider’s observation and reflections are intertwined in Ride with the Devil. 
The movie opens with a title card that presents its revisionist view:   
On the Western frontier of Missouri, the American Civil War was not fought by 
armies, but by neighbors. Informal gangs of local Southern Bushwhackers fought 
a bloody and desperate guerilla war against the occupying Union army and pro-
Union Jayhawkers. Allegiance to either side was dangerous. But it was more 
dangerous still to find oneself caught in the middle… (Ride with the Devil) 
The marginality of frontier wars is emphasized in this prologue, which points out that 
guerilla fighters had to choose sides simply because they didn’t want to be positioned 
precariously on the ideological fence.  
The movie opens with a dolly shot that follows the character Jake Roedel (played 
by Toby Maguire) on horseback moving westward to the Chiles’ mansion for a wedding. 
His urgency heralds the eruption over the wedding banquet. The patriarch Asa Chiles, the 
Southern gentleman who hosts the party, prevents his guests from coming to blows; one 
claims to be a pro-Confederate Southerner and the other states: “I may be a Union man, 
but I’m a Southerner.” At least four different political inclinations are brought up in this 
scene, for Union supporters may spread to the South and Confederate sympathizers are 
not uncommon in the North. But here in the western frontier, Southern gentlemen of 
Missouri, a Union State that tolerates slavery, are likely to have different political beliefs 
from their own neighbors, except that they all worry about the lawless border ruffians and 
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pro-Union Jayhawkers. The difficulty of choosing sides in this Southern-leaning Union 
State on the frontier creates the premise of this complicated war film. Despite his 
nearness to the conflict, we see Jake, the German immigrant’s son who had been taken as 
a godson by Asa, quietly sit next to his Southern friends at the table, observing the fight 
with caution.  
Jake’s caution is not unfounded. Asa soon becomes the target of Jayhawkers from 
Lawrence; his son Jack Bull (played by Skeet Ulrich) joins the Bushwhackers in order to 
avenge the death of his father. Although Jake does not need to partake in the gang, he 
joins the fight for his non-blood brother Jack Bull. In the Bushwhackers’ campsite in the 
woods, Jake and Jack Bull meet young master George Clyde (played by Simon Baker) 
and Holt (played by Jeffrey Wright). The two pairs group together to fight wars and build 
their own dugout in the woods. Homoerotic feelings are hinted at in their camaraderie, 
visible in the way they look at each other or watch each other’s back. The arrival of Sue 
Lee (played by Jewel Kilcher), a new widow whose husband died in the Federal’s hands, 
changes the dynamics among these young men. As soon as Jack Bull and Sue Lee fall in 
love and George Clyde seeks dalliances in town, Jake and Holt start to find things to do 
during downtime. Holt likes to ask Jake to read him letters from the mailbag he stole 
from the Union, and hearing letters from someone else’s mother reminds him of his own. 
Tender moments such as these add the texture of private life to this confusing arena of 
war.  
The guerilla warfare in mission is portrayed as senseless, for these young rebels 
face different kinds of enemies: the Union Army, the militia, the pro-Union Jayhawkers, 
or worse, the unarmed civilians taken for the ostensible Union supporters. Skirmishes 
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often emerge unexpectedly, completely without warning. Many of the fighters are 
injured, maimed, or killed in these short combats. The movie takes its time to expand the 
few pages from Woodrell’s novel that touch on the Lawrence Massacre, one of the most 
horrid episodes organized by William Quantrill, and fleshes it out by reconstructing 
images gleaned from vignettes.37 
The Lawrence Massacre reflected the conflict over the slavery issue in the 
western territories after the Kansas-Nebraska Act was passed in 1854. Lawrence, Kansas, 
was “a noted stronghold of antislavery feeling.”38 Soon after proslavery supporters from 
Missouri sacked Lawrence in May 1856, the notable abolitionist John Brown and his 
family organized bloody retribution along Pottawatomie Creek in return. Violent 
outbreaks and a series of battles in the border counties between proslavery partisans and 
abolitionists would last for almost a decade. In 1863, General Thomas Ewing of Kansas 
ordered the arrest of women suspected of supporting the pro-Confederate rebels; many 
Missouri women, mostly family members of Bushwhackers, were sent to prison. 
However, on August 13, 1863, the Union Women’s Prison in Kansas City collapsed and 
caused five deaths, including Bloody Bill Anderson’s sister. The tragedy impelled 
Quantrill and his raiders to invade Lawrence on August 21, 1863, with the goal of killing 
every man in town. Quantrill and his raiders killed nearly two hundred defenseless men, 
leaving women to rescue the wounded and protect the town.  
Since many Bushwhackers joined fights in order to defend their families and 
friends, guerilla attacks often took the form of revenge killings. Daniel Woodrell, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 In the DVD edition, Ang Lee put back many scenes deleted by the Studio, so the sequence of Lawrence 
expanded to around twenty-eight minutes, nearly four times of the released version in 1999.  
38 Jeremy Neely, The Border between Them: Violence and Reconciliation on the Kansas-Missouri Line. 
(Columbia: The University of Missouri Press, 2011), 53.  
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native son of Missouri, reminds us to review history with empathy, saying, “For one 
thing, we forgot that most of these guys were teenagers. They were coming of age at the 
wrong time.”39 In the movie, the adolescent innocence is reflected in the trustful faces of 
those who listen carefully as Quantrill (played by John Ales) delivers a sentimental 
speech to provoke their anger and angst. Quantrill says,  
My boys, today I am a sad man. I am sad because I mourn for our sisters and 
mothers, who slept in that Kansas City jail, who slept until the walls fell down 
around them and they died. […] The best of us are dead, and now we’re just dogs 
chased into the woods. […] Yeah, kill those thieving Jayhawkers!  I shall ride 
through Kansas to get there, boys, and meet any Yankee army put in my way, 
because I will fight them myself if I have to. But I shall reach Lawrence. I will 
fight them all myself, unless there be any men among you who would ride with 
me.40  
This maudlin speech, addressing the deaths of the women, effectively provokes the young 
fighters to invade Lawrence. Once arriving in the sleeping town, they realize that there 
are no soldiers, but hundreds of unarmed “bad-luck citizens.”41 
   Looking back, Quantrill’s Lawrence raid was an emblematic maelstrom before 
the cessation of conflict, but the episode had not been represented outside the framework 
of genre films that reiterate the discursive pathos of the Lost Cause. Therefore, vivid 
representation of period authenticity makes Ride with the Devil one of a kind. Historical 
vignettes from the Lawrence Museum that had carefully preserved this atrocious history 
provided the foundation of historical research for Lee and his crew in their representation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Tibbetts, p. 193. 
40 This speech was delivered in the movie but not scripted in the screenplay.  
41 Schamus, p. 101.	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of the massacre. Details from periodicals or personal narratives were adopted into the 
scene, including Bushwhackers scavenging red leggings from a citizen’s house, a 
Lawrence man dressed up as an old granny to save his life, or a raider attaching the 
American flag to horse’s tail and flying it upside down. Aside from vividly reconstructing 
vignettes, Ang Lee created a remarkably realistic setting by filming the Lawrence scene 
in Pattonsburg, Missouri, a town slated for demolition, constructing period architecture 
and then burn them all down during the shooting. Townspeople of Pattonsburg played the 
citizens of Lawrence, while hundreds Civil War re-enactors joined the set to play 
Quantrill’s raiders. Non-professional acting in the Lawrence scene lends authenticity to 
this historical tragedy.  
A revisionist view of the Civil War in the movie is presented through a 
Southerner’s reflection on the Lost Cause. Mr. Evans, Asa Chiles’s old friend and Sue 
Lee’s father-in-law, invites Jack Bull and Jake Roedel to come over to his place for 
dinner. As he remembers a recent visit to Lawrence, Mr. Evans confesses,  
And as I saw those Northerners build that town, I witnessed the seeds of our 
destruction being sown. It was the schoolhouse. Before they build a church even, 
they built that schoolhouse, and let in every tailor's son and every farmer's 
daughter in that country….  My point is merely—that they rounded every pup up 
into that schoolhouse because they fancied that everyone should think and talk the 
same freethinking way they do with no regard for station, custom, propriety. And 
that is why they will win—because they believe everyone should live and think 
just like them. And we shall lose because we don't care one way or the other about 
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how they live or think, we just worry about ourselves.42  
With his contemplation over a Northern school in Lawrence, Mr. Evans is presented as a 
self-conscious Southerner who questions the causes of war. A slight doubt of the Lost 
Cause may function as the fourth wall that disrupts the convention of Civil War film, in 
which Southern gentlemen are often depicted as tragic heroes who would risk their lives 
for the Confederacy. But the Lost Cause, like Cultural China, is a discursive fabrication 
that is strengthened and circulated through media representation. As Mr. Evans sincerely 
expresses his angst over the change, he is neither Benjamin Cameron from Griffith’s 
Southern nation, nor Ashley Wilkes from the beguiling Old South. He is only a flesh-and-
blood Southerner, who speaks his mind, unfiltered by cinematic discourse.  
 Woman’s role changed significantly during the Reconstruction era, for Southern 
women needed to shoulder family responsibility when young men were injured and 
domesticated. Nina Silber, in The Romance of Reunion, examines the changing views of 
gender after the Civil War, analyzing how Northern values, such as free labor, equality, 
and self-reliance, infiltrated and overturned the Southern aristocracy. Southern men had 
been mythologized as chivalrous equestrians abiding by the gentlemen’s code of honor, 
but even Jefferson Davis would cross-dress to escape the Federal troops. Women on the 
Western frontier, unlike Southern plantation belles, had come out strong, for they had 
provided food and shelter and cared for guerilla fighters.43 
 Sue Lee undergoes a significant character change in the movie. During the 
wartime, she is a fearless believer in romantic love, riding a mule to visit her lover Jack 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Schamus, p. 53-4.  
43 For more discussion on the Border Wars, see Michael Fellman’s Inside War: The Guerilla Conflict in 
Missouri During the American Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), Edward E. Leslie’s 
Devil Knows How to Ride, and Jeremy Neely’s The Border between Them: Violence and Reconciliation on 
the Kansas-Missouri Line.  
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Bull in the woods at a time when guerilla war could break out any time. After Jack Bull 
dies, Jake and Holt send Sue Lee to the Browns for room and board, and she soon gives 
birth to Jack Bull’s posthumous child. After the war, Jake and Holt, who return from the 
frontier maimed and crippled, decide to sojourn at the Browns. Aside from her farm 
work, Sue Lee nurses Jake and takes care of her daughter Grace. The Browns have 
suspected that Jake is the father and dupe him into marrying Sue Lee once he has 
recovered. On their wedding night, Sue Lee is the one to initiate Jake to intercourse, for 
the teenage fighter who has killed fifteen men is still a virgin. Riders may have been 
forced to mature at an early age, but women are portrayed as having the upper hand and 
sexual dominance. They are flexible and adaptable, embodying the lively spirit of the 
new nation. After the wedding, Sue Lee and Jake decide to go to the West to try their 
luck. The war makes Sue Lee change from a new widow unafraid to show her passionate 
love, to a strong mother who can singlehandedly shoulder the family responsibility.  
  The transition of Holt is more rounded, as he evolves from the freed slave Holt to 
a free individual Daniel Holt. Witnessing black men killed by his quasi-comrades in 
Lawrence gives him the first blow, but only after George Clyde’s death can Holt be 
liberated from the imagined comradeship of the deceptive master-slave relationship.     
Even though George Clyde buys Holt’s freedom and intends to treat him as an equal, 
Holt inadvertently thinks he owes his life to George and fights along with Bushwhackers 
out of his sense of moral obligation. Holt knows he will never be equal to George Clyde. 
He is only Holt around George, who uses the last name given to him by his former 
master; only in the company of Jake can he reveal his full name as Daniel Holt. In 
Lawrence, he starts to feel a sense of not belonging, watching his Bushwhacker comrades 
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kill black people for sport. A drunken raider even mistakes him for a local and stops short 
when Jake comes in to rescue him, yelling, “It’s George Clyde’s nigger, you fool”—a 
moment that confirms his subordinate role in the group.44 The death of George Clyde 
ultimately liberates him from his moral obligation. The consciousness of race and gender 
changes after the war. In a scene where Holt joins his makeshift family for dinner at the 
same table and Mrs. Brown volunteers to wash Holt’s dish, we see his sudden hesitation, 
as if he still needs time to get used to the new social order. In the novel, Holt mentions 
that his mother might either be in “Kansas or Kingdom,” but he doesn’t tell Jake where 
his final destination will be before they depart. In the movie, Jeffrey Wright’s Holt 
clearly states that he plans to find his mama in Texas and buy her freedom before they 
leave Missouri for good. The movie’s unambiguous ending anchors Daniel Holt’s 
destination and shows the clear trajectory of his self-emancipation. The attempt to 
achieve historical reconciliation by returning to one’s roots seems like a self-referential 
gesture on the part of Ang Lee, who needs to face true history before he embraces his 
freedom in the new country.  
At the end of the novel Woe to Live On, the war story transforms into a narrative 
that celebrates the passage of boys to men. Jake, a domesticated rider now, cuts his 
signature Bushwhacker curls, marries Sue Lee, and raises Jack Bull’s surviving daughter. 
Jake plans to take his young family, with Daniel Holt’s company en route, to Texas to 
start a new life. Before they leave Missouri for good, Jake is hailed by his old foe Pitt 
Mackeson, a fellow Bushwhacker who, in Jake’s words, “wore death like a garnish; it 
had no terror for [him], and that scared me.” Jake realizes that he no longer wants to 
“fight Americans or Yanks or rebs or niggers or Dutchmen or nothing no more,” because 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Schamus, p. 102.  
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he has “things to lose now, and that makes fearlessness a vice”—a realization that shows 
a former rider embracing his new role as a family man.45  
Ang Lee pushes this bildungsroman further by clearly stating a family man’s 
journey and projecting the ideal of Americanization at the end of the movie. After his 
simple wedding, Jake decides to bring his young family to San Francisco along with 
Holt’s company. As the group camps in the woods, Pitt Mackeson (played by Jonathan 
Rhys Meyers) and a fellow Bushwhacker show up. Pitt looks pale and desperate, still 
sporting his long hair as if he has lost touch with the changing pace of the times; he has 
come to announce the deaths of Black John and Quantrill. Jake wants to move on with his 
new life, so he doesn’t want to fight with this dispossessed raider. Jake raises his gun, not 
to shoot Pitt, but to warn his old foe to avoid the Federals’ inspection. Still on his horse, 
Pitt looks at Jake but doesn’t see him. His two-thousand-yard stare turns him into a 
soulless loyalist from the nonexistent Confederacy, wobbling in the sun.  
A multicultural eclectic view is blended into Lee’s notion of Americanization. 
Given that the American literary establishment is the convergence and confluence of 
Northern values and Southern values, Daniel Woodrell attempts to recreate a rich syntax 
from the period based on county histories and personal narratives he has read, calling for 
a “Walter Scott-backwoods-Shakespeare-Twainian sort of mix.”46 Knowingly, he stages 
the wars between the Border States and hints at the West as an alternative way out for 
former riders at the end of the novel. Instead of pointing out characters’ decisions, 
Woodrell keeps the ending open, leaving Jake and Holt on horseback riding to the 
unknown. But Lee and James Schamus take cues notably from Woodrell as well as from 
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46 Bowen.  
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Twain, giving the film a definite westward ending: Jake wants to go to California, a 
sunny place like “Sparta,” where he can savor “olives” firsthand (a reference to his 
reading of Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley). His recognition map of the imaginary West is 
constructed through the interwoven layers of intertextuality drawn from real life. 
Schamus describes Woodrell’s integration of vernacular into the novel as the latter’s nod 
to his “fellow Missourian” Mark Twain; the same can be said about the film’s westbound 
final shot.47 At the end of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Huck Finn says, “But I 
reckon I got to light out for the Territory ahead of the rest, because aunt Sally she’s going 
to adopt me and sivilize me and I can’t stand it. I been there before.”48 Twainian lighting 
out for the Territory presents an archetype that reflects the American belief in freedom 
and individualism, for the frontier that bars no one from self-fulfillment can even provide 
the dispossessed Bushwhackers with a locale in which they can resist the new 
civilization.  
If Jake’s departing from his foe points to a clean break from the past, the 
American beliefs of freedom and equality are visualized in the equalitarian relationship 
between Jake and Daniel Holt, who treat each other as equals, having emerged from 
guerrilla warfare and the rite of passage. They share the same table and the same bed. At 
the end of the movie, Jake notices that Holt carries his gun outside and asks if he should 
worry, but Holt only smiles to show him he is ready for the new society. This shot is seen 
through a purposeful choice of horizontal composition that shows Jake and Holt standing 
on two sides. They call each other by their full names and shake hands before embarking 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Schamus, p. xiii.  
48 Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Third Edition. Edited by Thomas Cooley (New York: 
W. W. Norton & Co., 1999), 296.  
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on their respective journeys. In this moment, which epitomizes the egalitarian vision of 
America, we see tears in Holt’s eyes. A long shot traces Holt’s equestrian movement that 
matches Jake’s gaze, showing Daniel Holt riding westward into the widening prairie at 
sunset. This gaze redirects the audience’s attention to Holt, who ultimately emancipates 




While Ride with the Devil ends at the dawn of the Reconstruction era, the last shot 
of Holt’s westward movement casts a heroic aura onto his new role as a free individual in 
this pre-Western Western. Ang Lee calls the last shot his “homage to the Western,” a shot 
that heightens his alternative approach to this hoary American genre.49 But it is Daniel 
Holt’s self-emancipation that makes this American Civil War narrative a timely allegory 
of Taiwan at it developed a new identity. Daniel Holt has to emerge from two 
awakenings: first from institutionalized slavery and then from an amiable master who 
never treats him as his equal. Instead of going to the West, to bring civilization to the 
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wilderness, to take lands from Native Americans, to be a settler, Daniel Holt chooses to 
go back to his roots in the South, where his mother is. With individual freedom of choice, 
perhaps he will write down his full name somewhere and wait for the right time to build 
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              Chapter 3: Against Inheritance: Father and Son in Hulk (2003) 
 
 
In March 2001, Ang Lee received his first Academy Award for the Best Foreign 
Film for his martial arts movie Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon (2000), a cross-genre 
adaptation of the Chinese novel of the same title, that mixes the popular wuxia (martial 
arts) film with the lowbrow kung-fu genre. Onstage, Lee appreciated the Academy’s 
recognition for non-English movies, and thanked his production teams in Taiwan and the 
U.S., his “friends and family in Taiwan,” and “collaborators in Hong Kong and everyone, 
people in China who help[ed] [them] so much in making this movie.” The accolade lent 
Lee a heroic aura; he was hailed as the incarnation of national glory in Taiwan and 
revered as the champion of the quintessential Chinese culture to the Western audience. 
His artistic rendition of Chinese martial arts also initiated efforts among Mainland 
Chinese film directors to make big-budget wuxia movies in order to break into 
Hollywood.1 Building on the success of Crouching Tiger, Ang Lee agreed to direct a 
superhero movie, Hulk, based on Stan Lee’s Marvel comics, taking the leap from 
representing Chinese heroes to reimaging American superheroes.     
Ang Lee’s long-anticipated Hulk, following the commercial success of Spider-
Man (2002) directed by Sam Raimi, was scheduled for summer 2003 as a Marvel 
superhero blockbuster. The movie was Lee’s first collaboration with Industrial Light & 
Magic, the veteran motion picture effects company founded by George Lucas in 1975. 
With the latest computer-generated imaging (CGI) effects, the configuration of Hulk 
onscreen, unlike Spider-Man, was to be completely digitalized. In his foreword to James 
																																																								
1 Chinese arthouse director Zhang Yimou, for example, recruited A-list movie stars from China, Hong 
Kong, and Taiwan, to participate in his highly stylized martial arts movies Hero (2002) and House of 
Flying Daggers (2004).  
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Schamus’ screenplay of Hulk, Lee proudly described this technically innovative project 
as his new “Green Destiny,” the legendary sword that “everyone chases and no one 
seems able to hold on to” in Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon. Unlike most superheroes, 
the green-skinned Hulk is a quintessential Jekyll-and-Hyde character. When Hulk is not 
angry, he is the respectable scientist Dr. Bruce Banner. Becoming Hulk is a 
transformation into the Apollyon character with a dark side—a destroyer and a monster. 
This characterization allows the director to explore of the possibility of melding the 
spectacles of the superhero movie with the horror of the monster movie. Lee thus 
determined to present “a weird combination of pop culture and realistic drama,” drawing 
from a variety of elements from psychodrama, comedy, and romance to this adaptation.2 
Schamus, also the movie’s producer, endorsed Lee’s vision and injected the human side 
into this green creature in his introduction, comparing Hulk’s anger to Achilles’ flood of 
rage, describing his powerful emotion as “a mark of both human psychology and 
inhuman destiny.”3 
Hulk was deemed a commercial flop, with a worldwide gross of $ 245 million, 
slightly above a fourth of Spider-Man’s box-office numbers, receiving predominately 
negative reviews upon its release in 2003. A. O. Scott, in his review for The New York 
Times, stated that Lee had tried “desperately to compensate for the flat-footedness of the 
story with a chaotic array of editing and camera tricks” and “his favorites are close-ups of 
eyeballs.” Scott wondered if Lee lacked “the right tone of pop seriousness to bring the 
hero and his story into focus.”4 David Denby, in his review for The New Yorker, wrote, 
																																																								
2 James Schamus, John Turman and Michael France. Hulk: The Illustrated Screenplay (New York: 
Newmarket Press, 2003), 6. 
3	Schamus et al, p. 7, p. 8.		
4 A. O. Scott, “Tall and Green, But No ‘Ho, Ho, Ho.’” The New York Times 20 June 2003.   
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“The Hulk spends a great deal of time worrying about what lies in Bruce’s unconscious, 
but the movie itself doesn’t have an unconscious.”5 Their reactions against Lee’s hybrid 
presentation spell out the viewer’s preconception of the superhero genre. The movie’s 
CGI was not taken lightly either; Geoffrey O’Brien compared Hulk with King Kong 
(1933), wondering if technology had diminished “the sense of reality inheriting in the 
image.”6 David Edelstein was attentive to the “central vacuum” of the superhero genre 
and thought the movie’s cinematic language was too complicated to direct the audience’s 
attention to the potential great theme of this movie: to “[battle] against Dad (and Dad’s 
legacy).” The critique of Ang Lee’s apparent sellout to mainstream popular culture now 
shifted to the skepticism about his improbable efforts to adopt the latest technology to 
reconstruct and psychoanalyze a fictional superhero.     
The backlash against Ang Lee’s Hulk, however, reflects a homogeneous 
expectation of the conventions of the superhero movie, which delivers its action, fantasy, 
and special effects in a familiar cinematic syntax for the audience to recognize, respond 
to, and be entertained by. In his work Convergence Culture: Where Old Media and New 
Media Collide (2006), media scholar Henry Jenkins describes convergence culture as a 
result of multidirectional content flows across multiple media platforms and the growing 
cooperation between media industries and the audience. Transmedia storytelling is a case 
in point that illustrates a new aesthetic response to the emergence of media convergence, 
which Jenkins describes as “the art of world building.”7 Even though Ang Lee basically 
																																																								
5	David Denby,	“Mild in the Streets: The Hulk and Charles’ angels: Full Throttle.” The New Yorker 7 July 
2003, 84.  
6 Geoffrey O’Brien, “Something’s Gotta Give.” Film Comment 39. 4 (July/August 2003), 30.   
7 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and new Media Collide (New York and London: New 
York University Press, 2006), 21.  
 
	 																																																																																																																																				Hsieh	 	 	
	 																																																																																																																																						
72
adopts the same method he used in the making of Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon, 
mixing several popular genres to create an unconventional narrative frame for his subject 
matter, any new narrative of Hulk presents an intrinsic competition against a vast array of 
adaptations based on Stan Lee’s much admired comics The Incredible Hulk (1962).  
As Hulk has emerged from comic books to TV series to animations to live-action 
movies, any attempt to create a new narrative for Hulk indicates the process of 
transmedia storytelling. But since Ang Lee’s American superhero movie is examined 
with a standard different from the one being used in critical interpretations of his Chinese 
martial arts movie, a more relevant discussion is to address how he approaches Stan 
Lee’s significant text from a transcultural background that gives him the liberty to avoid 
the cliché. Besides, Hulk was made during the transition when the industry embraced the 
new vision of digital Hollywood; Ang Lee’s experience of using CGI to create the Hulk 
onscreen, which attracted much criticism at that time, has laid a blueprint for him to 
create the digital tiger in Life of Pi (2012). The great leap he took from imagining 
Chinese heroes to reimaging American superheroes, in retrospect, seems like a self-
referential gesture that enacts my notion of transnational eclecticism, for the character 
Bruce Banner remains ambivalent toward his inheritance, battling against the influence of 
his own father. If his martial arts movie shows the influence of his Chinese father, this 
superhero movie is a gift for his American-born sons. 
Hulk: an American Superhero  
Hulk was perhaps the most unusual superhero Stan Lee had conceived that 
reflects his critique of the conservative Cold War ideology of the 1950s and taps into the 
rebellious spirit of popular culture of the 1960s. The disparagement of comic books and 
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the formation of the self-censoring Comics Code Authority (CCA) in 1954 reflected the 
conformist mindset and the dominance of middlebrow culture during this period. The 
Golden Age of Comics in the 1940s, originating in the birth of DC Comics’ Superman in 
1938, came to a halt at the outbreak of the Cold War. Comic books became the new 
target of the Cold War witch-hunt after child psychiatrist Fredric Wertham argued against 
the use of comic books in his 1954 cautionary book Seduction of the Innocent.8 
On May 1, 1962, the Marvel Comics The Incredible Hulk #1, created by Stan Lee 
and illustrated by Jack Kirby, launched in the U.S. The cover showed a mysterious 
monster standing behind the nuclear scientist Dr. Bruce Banner, with speech balloons 
above his head writing: “Is he man or monster, or is he both?” The Comics Code Seal of 
Approval label on the cover showed that the content, approved by the CCA, involved no 
portrayal of blood, gore, or illicit sex, and was safe for children reading.9 But children 
reading The Incredible Hulk might even sympathize with the Hulk instead, for Bruce’s 
transformation from man to monster indicates his victimization: he was designing a 
military drill while exposed to gamma emission from a nuclear bomb nearby, a twist 
pointedly hinting at pervasive Cold War paranoia.  
The Incredible Hulk is Stan Lee’s first superhero who is also a monster, denoting 
the influence of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and 
																																																								
8 In “The Horror in the Nursery,” a provocative feature published in Collier’s on March 27, 1948, Fredric 
Wertham, a Harlem-based child psychiatrist, spoke up on the bad influence of comic books by associating 
juvenile delinquency with graphic and violent content on the page. Comic books became the new target of 
the Cold War witch-hunt after two public comic-book burnings in Spencer, West Virginia and Binghamton 
New York in 1948. Wertham later presented his research in the symposium of “The Psychopathology of 
Comic Books” and published his notorious book Seduction of the Innocent in 1954, warning parents the 
danger of comic books. Under this circumstance, fifty-one comic book companies were out of the business 
this very year. Meanwhile, William Gaines, the publisher of EC Comics, defended his taste at the US 
Senate Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency for having gaudy and sensational cover designs on the EC 
crime series during the hearings in April 1954. 
9 More history on CCA, see Geoff Edgers’ Who is Stan Lee? (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, an Imprint of 
Penguin Group (USA) LCC, 2014).  
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Boris Karloff’s touching performance of the Monster in Frankenstein (1931); both were 
among Lee’s favorites. Bruce’s reluctance to be the monster delivers a clear moral, and 
his occasional transformation, caused by gamma radiation and triggered by anger, lends a 
political message of containment and integration to this narrative for children. The 
upward trajectory that shows a dorky scientist becoming a superhero makes the story 
attractive to young adults, especially when the Hulk, reversing the underdog narrative, 
releases his anger and singlehandedly tears down the military aircraft, the symbol of 
patriarchy. As a Cold War creation, the Incredible Hulk is unique for the dualities he 
embodies—Dr. Bruce Banner and the Hulk, good and evil, humanity and monstrosity, the 
incarnation of both paranoia and rebellion—that account for his lasting appeal.  
Stan Lee’s Bruce-Hulk dyad had been adapted in different narratives on various 
media platforms over the years, with notable examples such as the CBS TV series The 
Incredible Hulk (1978-1982), the three Incredible Hulk TV movies (1988-1990), and the 
UPN animated renditions in the nineties.10 In 1977, veteran TV producer Kenneth 
Johnson joined CBS with the goal of adapting Stan Lee’s The Incredible Hulk into a TV 
series. The setting was changed to modern-day California and the scientist Bruce Banner 
was renamed David Banner; the convention of alliterative names of superheroes was cast 
aside. David Banner’s character was altered, too; he became the “lonely man” willfully 
dousing himself with radiation, “searching for a way to tap into the hidden strengths that 
all humans have.”11 While popular actor Billy Bixby agreed to play this Faustian 
scientist, professional bodybuilder Lou Ferrigno, green-pasted, played the Hulk 
																																																								
10	The three TV movies are The Incredible Hulk Returns (1988), The Trial of the Incredible Hulk (1989), 
and The Death of the Incredible Hulk (1900) respectively, with the same duo Bill Bixby and Lou Ferrigno. 
Bixby was uncredited for directing in the first one.	
11	This line is lifted from the opening narration of the CBS TV series The Incredible Hulk (1978-1982).	
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heroically fighting crimes in the city. The Incredible Hulk was well received, with a 
strong fan base, and lasted five seasons from 1978 to 1982, proving that the comics’ 
original design still resonated with the times and was flexible enough for transmedial 
adaptation. The long-running CBS series The Incredible Hulk was later syndicated on the 
Sci-Fi Channel and initiated the trend of other remakes, including three NBC TV series, 
all starring Bixby and Ferrigno, an UPN animated series, and many spin-offs on various 
platforms.  
Adapting Hulk  
Ang Lee’s Hulk appeared in the aftermath of 9/11 and Taiwanese American 
scientist Wen Ho Lee’s espionage case, when the collective paranoia was evoked and 
changed the social environment. Gina Marchetti wondered if Lee’s movie was meant to 
present “the repressed man of color, perpetually angry, on the margins and on the loose, 
waiting to emerge as the apocalyptic destroyer of Western civilization” as if it was “an 
Orientalist fantasy gone awry.”12 Moreover, the movie’s emphasis on the latest CGI 
reflected the transition of the industry and the rise of “digital Hollywood” in the early 
2000s. Marvel Entertainment, now merged with Disney, adopted the latest digital effects 
to create and oversee its franchise adaptations of Marvel characters and became a 
powerful brand name. Lee’s Hulk, emerging from a series of transformations on different 
media platforms, is now fully digitalized and given a sentimental backstory, which, 
however, seems to convey less about Lee’s interest in exploring this American superhero 
than his reflections on his own cultural roots.    
																																																								
12 Gina Marchetti, “Hollywood and Taiwan: Connections, Countercurrents, and Ang Lee’s Hulk.” Chinese 
Connections: Critical Perspectives on Film, Identity, and Diaspora. Edited by Tan See-Kam, Peter X Feng, 
and Gina Marchetti. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2009), 96.  
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Even though Stan Lee’s Hulk narrative mainly deals with the superhero’s conflict 
over scientific ambition and unruly nature, Schamus describes his Hulk as “a perfect 
embodiment of American repression, a curiously asexual rampaging Id, a gigantic ‘NO!’ 
shouted out against the technological new world order.”13 This perfect embodiment of 
American repression, however, went through a fatherless stage when eight writers had 
spent seven years to create the “origin” scene to explain the source of the Hulk’s 
superpower before Schamus was appointed as the producer and scriptwriter. Soon after 
Universal Studios notified the Writers Guild of America (WGA) their plan to release the 
script and list it as “Written by James Schamus,” other writers took umbrage at the 
announcement, battling against Schamus’ sole story credit. Schamus, meanwhile, thought 
he tumbled down this hole where “Kafka-meets-Orwell Guildland,” providing evidence 
to prove that he was the one who “made Banner’s father into his script’s brooding 
centerpiece,” and had the father killed his mother “one day all at once with a carving 
knife.”14 Schamus’s script, which emphasizes Bruce’s unwilling battle against his own 
father, also marks a significant departure from previous narratives of the Hulk.  
Ang Lee’s Hulk is set in modern-day California, where Bruce Banner (played by 
Eric Bana), raised by foster parents, is a thirty-something scientist specializing in 
nanomeds without knowing that he himself was a victim of genetic modification. His 
biological father, David Banner (played by Nick Nolte), was a scientist expelled from a 
military base after conducting genetic modification on human subjects, including his own 
son, in the mid-1960s. In a lab accident, Bruce saves a cohort from the explosion of a 
nanomeds with the power that equalizes the scale of a nuclear bomb, but the radiation 
																																																								
13 Schamus, p. 9. 
14 Tad Friend, “Credit Grab.” The New Yorker, 20 October 2003, p. 162 and p. 165.   
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activates Bruce’s inner power instead. The power is sensitive to Bruce’s emotional 
outburst, and anger makes him transform from a nerdy scientist into a powerful green 
giant. Soon after the military learns of the Bruce-Hulk dyad, General Ross (played by 
Sam Elliott) orders the army to hunt down Bruce in order to study the secret of his power. 
David Banner also returns to look for his son, eager to examine the results of his 
experiment. Betty Rose (played by Jennifer Connelly), Bruce’s cohort and ex-girlfriend, 
knows of Bruce’s childhood trauma and confronts her father, General Ross, to question 
his intention. Brief intimate moments between Betty and Banner are not enough to 
change the somber tone of the movie. As Betty encounters her father, Bruce battles 
against his own father, creating intergenerational conflicts and family relationships that 
gradually take hold of the film.   
This ostensible superhero movie becomes a hybrid genre film stuffed with 
elements borrowing from science fiction, comic books, physical confrontation between 
father and son (or between Hulk and mutant dogs), romantic comedy, psychodrama, and 
family drama. This hybrid trait had already appeared in Ang Lee’s martial arts movie 
Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon, which, Christina Klein argues, is caused by his 
diasporic identity: first in Taiwan and then in the U.S. Drawing from Klein’s diasporic 
reading, Henry Jenkins notices that Lee has borrowed “from multiple cultural traditions” 
to his Chinese martial arts film that created a form of “corporate hybridity.” However, 
Jenkins argues, the requisite for this kind of corporate hybridity is “not simply knowledge 
of Asian popular culture but an understanding of its similarities and differences with 
parallel traditions in the West.”15 Whitney Dilley brings in a personal lens to read Lee’s 
recurrent themes of “alienation, of being a cultural misfit,” and in Hulk, even the sense of 
																																																								
15 Jenkins, p. 112, p. 113.  
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“dislocation between Eastern and Western cultures” seems to resonate with Lee’s life 
experience.16  
Their comparatist reading of the multiple cultural influences in Ang Lee’s 
Chinese martial arts movie resonates with my notion of transnational eclecticism, a 
method that shows his purposeful decision to combine different film genres with multiple 
cultural influences, from East and West, to create a new form for his subject. We see 
striking evidence of transnational eclecticism, not only in Crouching Tiger Hidden 
Dragon, but also Ang Lee’s American adaptations. Just as Jenkins can recognize the 
American influence in Lee’s Chinese martial arts film, so Taiwanese and Chinese 
audiences watching this American superhero movie can find parallel cultural references 
speaking to them. In Hulk’s case, Lee taps into American popular culture and the 
superhero genre, but the film’s thematic core is the father-son relationship, echoing a 
recurrent theme in popular Chinese family melodrama. Though the movie was not well 
received in the U.S., Asian audiences may have found that this American superhero 
movie intriguingly dramatized Chinese familial themes. Thus, this American superhero 
film can be examined as an embodiment of my notion of transnational eclecticism that 
has a cultural spectrum wide enough for audiences of some countries to recognize its 
Western element, viewers elsewhere identify with its Eastern qualities, especially since 
Lee had consciously taken on the role of cultural mediator as early as 1993, in his Oscar-
nominated film The Wedding Banquet. American super-heroism that comforts the outliers 
as Peter Parker with: “With great power comes with great responsibility,” indeed 
addresses the burden that many overseas Taiwanese students have to take on while 
searching for their own national subjectivity and cultural identity.     
																																																								
16 Dilley, p. 136.  
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Besides drawing from hybrid cultural influences, Hulk gave Lee the opportunity 
to make an artistic superhero movie. David Bordwell sees the aesthetic innovation in 
Hulk as the bonus of making the commercial film, which gives Lee license to shoot 
excessively.17 Excessive beautiful shots of small things—landscape, cityscape, even 
Hulk’s eyeball—sometimes make us forget that we are watching a superhero movie. 
Through Frederick Elmes’s camera lens we see the lone shadow of this monster-
superhero swiftly moving from Dumont Dunes to the San Francisco Bay Area, as if the 
green giant is the last man in the wilderness. The lyrical cinematography that cast an eye 
on the expansive desert and empty streets would have reflected Ang Lee’s attempt to 
make an arty movie, had it not been for the digitalized green superhero flying over every 
scenic frame. Excessive editing is used to create multiple panels within the same frame. 
The layout of paratexts makes the audience watching the film like reading a comic book. 
Wilson Tang, ILM’s visual effects art director, follows Lee and Schamus’s direction and 
blends the Eastern imagery of yin and yang in Tai-Chi into the movie’s title sequence, 
which is juxtaposed with the microscopic shots of small cells colliding and converging 
underneath glass. This virtuosic sequence of the microscopic shots captures cells, live 
animals, and David Banner’s private journal that details his failed genetic modification 
experiments in the 1960s.  
In Superhero Synergies: Comic Book Characters Go Digital (2014), James 
Gilmore and Matthias Stork argue that superhero films are expressive generic texts that 
indicate the evolution of “converging media aesthetics” in the new digital Hollywood. 
From three iterations of the Hulk—Ang Lee’s Hulk (2003), Louis Leterrier’s The 
																																																								
17 David Bordwell, The Way Hollywood Tells It: Story and Style in Modern Movies (Berkeley LA and 
London: University of California Press, 2006), 174.  
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Incredible Hulk (2008) and Joseph Whedon’s The Avengers (2012)—Gilmore and Stork 
see an inclination for photorealism that attests this new “digital’s aesthetic fluidity.” In 
addition, they call the superhero genre a fruitful locus to examine Hollywood’s political 
economy, because the superhero blockbuster is not only “a cultural reference and 
economic bulwark for studios” but also a “site of discursive convergence” for 
heterogeneous opinions from fans, critics, and marketing professionals to collide and 
converge.18 Academic discussions of superhero movies are robust and often built on 
Jenkins’ framework of transmedia convergence, whereas the discussions of digital 
technology that is used to improve the genre are rarely injected with the same level of 
intensity. Gilmore and Stork use the word “synergy” to address the digital technology 
adopted in superhero movies, since synergy operates alongside the ever-changing digital 
advancement in transmedia convergence.  
Derek Johnson contends that Marvel Studios knowingly uses the self-reflexive 
and paratextual power to establish the company brand, but directors and producers of 
recent Marvel adaptations are often “fanboys” who have loved Marvel for decades and 
want to show “fan solidarity” to the enterprise.19 The director of The Incredible Hulk 
(2008), Louis Leterrier, confessed in an interview, “I loved [Ang Lee’s Hulk] as a 
filmmaker. There was great art in it. But as a nerd, I absolutely didn’t like it. It was 
slow.”20 James Gilmore thinks technology is the “true superpower” in these three Hulk 
adaptations, noticing that Leterrier overemphasized the diegetic transformation Bruce 
																																																								
18 James N. Gilmore and Matthias Stork. “Introduction: Heroes, Converge!” Superhero Synergies: Comic 
Book Characters Go Digital. Edited by James N. Gilmore and Matthias Stork (Maryland and Plymouth: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), 2-3.  
19 Derek Johnson, “Cinematic Destiny: Marvel Studios and the Trade Stories of Industrial Convergence.” 
Cinema Journal 52. 1 (Fall 2012), 16-9.  
20 Qtd. in Johnson, p. 19-20. 
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Banner needs to undergo to become the Hulk. In a video showing Edward Norton’s 
“physiognomy digitally transformed,” director Leterrier commented, “That actually is 
Edward mapped onto a CG creature, CG model, these are his eyes and everything.”21 To 
Gilmore, the diegetic transformation seems redundant, because the digital Hulk is after 
all, disembodied, and to the audience, “digital bodies lack grounds for identification and 
serving no part in the narrative’s affect.”22 Similarly, Ang Lee’s Hulk is a disembodied 
superhero. Even though Leterrier emphasizes his use of diegetic transformation to show 
his departure from Ang Lee, the anxiety about the unsynchronized digitalized body 
sounds like a fanboy swearing fealty to the Marvel lore. Unlike Leterrier, Lee is not a fan, 
but an observer of American popular culture, remaining open for the latest CGI.    
 Ang Lee’s Hulk was disembodied onscreen, but Lee enacted most of its 
movement during postproduction. The Hulk was made of CGI, from frame to flesh, from 
anatomical exactitude to molecular details. In the movie, Bruce’s first transformation into 
Hulk was cautiously rendered to foreshadow the plot. After meeting his biological father, 
Bruce Banner stays at the lab by himself and suddenly falls into the rabbit hole of his 
memories, wobbling along the hall and feeling his change for the first time. Before his 
transformation visualized on screen, the camera cuts to an upside-down reflection of a 
female face—later revealed as Bruce’s mother Edith—dissolving into a pool of fern 
green bubbles that merge with the green sclera of the blow-up Hulk, accompanied by a 
crescendo of his angry roar. To recreate the authentic superhero in his mind, Ang Lee 
played Hulk by donning a body suit studded with sensors for the computers to catalogue 
																																																								
21 James N. Gilmore, “Will You Like Me When I’m Angry?: Discourses of the Digital in Hulk and The 
Incredible Hulk.” Superhero Synergies: Comic Book Characters Go Digital. Edited by James N. Gilmore 
and Matthias Stork. (Maryland and Plymouth: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), 15-6.  
22 Ibid., p. 17. 
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his movements as he enacted Hulk’s “every possible gesture and facial expression” twice 
a week for nine months.23 In other words, the Hulk’s features might faintly resemble Eric 
Bana’s, but oftentimes Lee was the one who enacted the Hulk, calling his roar of rage in 
the studio “therapeutic.” 
A dark tone of psychodrama creeps through when Bruce, in order to save Betty, is 
forced to transform into Hulk to fight against three mutant dogs sent by his own father. 
After fighting the dogs, the exhausted Bruce is under Betty’s care insider her cabin. In a 
close-up shot, Bruce sincerely confesses to Betty that becoming the Hulk makes him feel 
“rage, power, and freedom,” but he “like[s] it.”24 But the faint memory of Edith remains 
blurry in his dream, which, Betty hypothesizes, is the impact of ineradicable “emotional 
wounds.” The maneuver of shot-reverse shots in the scene jarringly recalls a deliberate 
session between a therapist and her client in order to justify the latent Oedipal complex 
and generational resentment Bruce has over his father. Sending his biological father to 
space by using his hereditary (and genetically modified) superpower is Bruce’s ultimate 
resistance against inheritance and patriarchy. The troublesome father-son relationship 
lends interiority and complexity to Hulk. That is to say, Lee’s Hulk mixes elements from 
superhero movie and monster movie, but it presents a monster with thought and a 
superhero with soul.   
Lee’s Hulk was produced in the time when technological advancement allowed us 
to envisage the rise of digital Hollywood—and with intertextual references to Stan Lee 
and Lou Ferrigno, for instance—it also presented us an early model of transmedia 
convergence. With cameo roles played by Stan Lee and Lou Ferrigno, the beloved Hulk 
																																																								
23 John Lahr, “Becoming the Hulk.” The New Yorker 30 June 2003, p. 75. 
24 Schamus et al, p. 90, p.92. 
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enactor from the 1970s, the movie also evokes the textual history of the Hulk narratives. 
In the beginning of the movie, a bird’s-eye view shot shows us the hilly landscape where 
Bruce arrives at the patio outside the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory. As he parks his 
bike, the camera cuts to the glass door where two uniformed security guards are about to 
walk out. The towering one, played by Lou Ferrigno, opens the door for the chatty one 
played by Stan Lee, still wearing his signature sunglasses. Stan Lee stops the chat and 
greets Bruce as Dr. Krenzler—a falsified identity that is about to be revealed by his 
biological father David Banner. This shot, which lasts less than five seconds, explains 
Hulk’s inheritance, biological and cultural, and the intertextual history of the narrative. 
As the Hulk’s creator and its famous enactor walk out of the door, Ang Lee (with the 
camera as his stand-in) and Eric Bana take up the mantle of change and continue the 
superhero narrative inside the lab and onscreen. This transparent door becomes the 
theater curtains in the scene, indicating the Hulk’s cultural inheritance and foreseeing its 
digital future, serving as a platform for transmedia convergence and a passage to the 
Hulk’s evolution. This brief exchange between comic book creator and filmmaker, 
between TV series actor and movie actor, can be read as the director’s nod to American 
popular culture and the Marvel lore.  
The other side of the glass door is the future Lee attempts to explore and 
experiment with, and for which Lee adopts excessive shots, the split screen, and stylized 
cinematic language to deliver the superhero narrative. The split screen recreates the 
visual effect of comic-book pages, and each panel on the screen, like a jigsaw puzzle, 
delivers a piece of information for the story. In the Berkeley lab, Bruce, Betty, and 
Harper excitedly wait for the chance to apply the power of nanomeds on a frog. The 
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camera moves around inside the lab and then shifts from close-ups of their faces to the 
written commands on their computer screens to a wall of multiple monitors that shows 
the same frog from different angles. Once the experiment starts, computer screens and the 
X-rayed frog from different monitors are juxtaposed with the scientists’ faces, which 
sparkle with anticipation on the split screen. Even if the gamma radiation explodes the 
frog and kills it, the scientists’ curiosity injects a sense of compassion into this failed 
experiment. For this virtuosic cinematography, Lee commented, “The scientists 
experiment with frogs and we experiment with cutting.”25  
His experiment with cutting has multiple layers of significance. For one thing, 
Ang Lee was making a popular superhero genre in a new language to explore its creative 
potentials. He had exhibited an archeological fidelity to historic America in his two 
period dramas, The Ice Storm (1997) and Ride with the Devil (1999), but the superhero 
movie obviously gave him more leeway to experiment with his subject and style. 
Historical authenticity was not a requisite for the superhero movie; the emergence of 
biotechnology in the 1970s was adjusted in the movie to the1960s, a decade earlier when 
the Vietnam War was still heating up.26 The graft, or misgraft, of historical facts 
apparently conflicts with Lee’s principle of historical authenticity, a principle he had 
abided by in making other American period dramas. Still, Lee attempted to achieve a 
certain degree of authenticity of the historical context; he hired a science advisor to work 
with actors on their backstories and profession. He borrowed De Chirico’s color palette—
“rusts, burgundies, yellows”—for its “Southwestern feel” and mixed it with the landscape 
																																																								
25	“Ang Lee’s Audio Commentary,” Hulk, DVD, Universal Studios, 2003.	
26 From the same Audio Commentary, Ang Lee mentioned his wife, a biotechnologist, told him that the 
setting of the movie was wrong.  
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of Berkeley Hills, keeping greens and purples for the CG Hulk as his nod to Marvel 
Comics.27   
The movie presents a natural curiosity about the origin of Hulk: what causes 
Bruce Banner’s hapless transformation? When does the strained father-son relationship 
take place? Becoming Hulk indicates the resentment against inheritance, a rebellious act 
that is deemed a taboo in Lee’s learning of Confucian ethics and Chinese culture. With 
much screen time devoted to understanding Bruce Banner’s mind and excavating Hulk’s 
interiority (or not), Lee leaves his viewers to think about the choice between biological 
inheritance, and cultural inheritance. This interest in roots, biological inheritance, and 
cultural backgrounds makes Lee approach any genre without preconceived notions, 
opening him up to viewing his subject through a comparatist lens. As a foreigner in the 
U.S., any slice of American cultural memory that predated his arrival was not inherent, 
but acquired.  
In Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon, Lee combined two light-hearted genres into a 
serious study, blending elements from Chinese martial arts, Confucian ethics, Taoist 
aesthetics, and romantic love into the narrative. He explored the emotional depths of 
these fictional wuxia characters, bouncing between English and Chinese during the 
scriptwriting with Jewish American Schamus and Taiwanese screenwriter Wang Hui-
Ling. The four main actors, Chow Yun-fat, Michelle Yeoh, Zhang Ziyi, and Chang 
Chen—from Hong Kong, Malaysia, China and Taiwan, respectively spoke Chinese with 
different accents. The original soundtrack was made by an ensemble of Chinese 
composer Tan Dun, Chinese-American cellist Yo-Yo Ma’s score, and Hong Kong-born 
American singer Coco Lee’s Chinese pop song for end credits. From these mixed cultural 
																																																								
27 Schamus et al, p. 32.  
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elements Lee confessed that he had discovered “an abstract form of filmmaking, where 
images and editing are like a dance and music.”28 The blend of transnational hybridity 
soon yielded box-office success. The hybrid elements also reappeared in this superhero 
film: cells merge into Tai-Chi symbols, stuntmen use wirework to fly in the air as in the 
martial arts movie, and the strained father-son relationship clashes with the Chinese 
teaching of Confucian ethics. John Lahr described Hulk in his feature as follows:  
The film is a cinematic equivalent of three-card monte—a brazen act of 
prestidigitation, able to get away with much more than first meets the eye. Lee is 
creating both “kick-ass action” and art; he is merging the intellectual depth of 
drama and the surface sensationalism of cartoons; he is attempting to make both a 
myth and a bundle, or, as he puts it, “a delicacy of fast food.”29  
While preparing for this delicacy of fast food, Lee still relied on cross-cultural references 
to communicate with his crew; he specified that the Hulk’s muted performance should 
look like “Chow Yun-Fat in Crouching Tiger.” 30  
Against Inheritance  
 Lee adopts a culturally synthetic view to examine the two problematic family 
relationships, the Banners and the Rosses, and more importantly, to search for roots and 
self-identity, which reflects a reverence for popular genres that is also visible in his 
Chinese martial arts movie. The parallel between Bruce Banner and Ang Lee, in terms of 
the father-son relationship, invites us to adopt a biographical reading here. For nearly two 
decades, Lee had felt he was disappointing his father by making films, because his father 
had believed that academe was Lee’s true calling. But his father changed his mind after 
																																																								
28 Lahr, p. 78.  
29 Lahr, p. 74-5. 
30 Schamus et al, p. 17. 
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watching Hulk. In a 2005 interview, Lee confessed that after his father watched Hulk for 
the first time, he encouraged Ang to pursue his passion for filmmaking.31 Was he 
responding to Ang Lee’s merging of Chinese culture and American culture? Did he 
notice the unmistakable self-reflexivity that was projected onto Bruce and his struggle 
against his own father?   
 As an outsider in the US, Lee has inherited a generation’s collective memory from 
his Chinese father, and in Hulk he sublimates the generational resentment into a global 
lexicon of comics to communicate with his American-born sons. Making the leap from 
making a Chinese martial arts movie to reimagining the American superhero movie, Lee 
seems to reflect on two cultural indices in his life: Chinese heritage and American 
popular culture. If the martial arts film is a nostalgic reflection on of his father and 
Chinese descent, then the superhero film shows an attempt to communicate with the 
future to his American-born sons through futuristic images and contemporary language.  
Positioned between traditional China and postmodern America, Lee is like an awkward 
Taiwanese father-son who feels neither a Chinese nor an American, constantly searching 
for his identity; his dual identities resonate with Hulk’s and account for the themes of 
self-reflexivity of this movie. A generic hybrid like Hulk creates a site for the filmmaker 
to experiment with transmedia convergence and explore pertinent issues of inheritance as 
well as transcultural adaptation.  
 Despite the sci-fi elements, the thematic core of Hulk is the past. The film begins 
in the mid-1960s when David Banner was caught conducting genetic modification on 
																																																								
31 Chengyu Dong, Hua li de gao jie: chu shi, da dao, zong tong he ta men de qing ren (Fabulous 
Confessions: The Cook, The Thief, The President and Their Lovers) (Taipei, Taiwan: Readingtimes, 2016), 
217.  
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human subjects and was expelled from the military lab directed by General Ross. Though 
David Banner performed tests only on animals and himself, his altered genes had passed 
on to his biological son Bruce, whose bottled-up anger seemed unusual at his young age. 
David Banner, called “Father” in the script, wanted to take his mutant son’s life but killed 
his wife by accident, which has become Bruce’s repressed trauma. James Gilmore reads 
this episode as a reflection of our “clonophobia,” our anxiety about human cloning, and 
“the ultimate fear of the loss of self and the erosion of physically demarcated space.”32 
Whitney Dilley, Matt Yockey, and Keith Phipps all mention Lee’s tilt towards father-son 
relationship that lends family drama to this superhero movie, but the reason for his 
change of the historical past has not yet been addressed.   
I argue that Lee projects his reflections on genetic inheritance and cultural 
adaptation into this superhero film by changing the past. In the DVD audio commentary 
on the film, Lee mentioned in passing that the history of genetic modification on living 
bodies in the late 1970s, displaced in this film to the mid-1960s, was “pseudo-science.” 
However, grafting the technology of genetic modification to the time when the Vietnam 
War was heating up seems more like an intentional rearrangement than a result of the 
political unconsciousness. What remains unsaid is that Bruce Banner’s trauma is a 
collective one. He has inherited from his biological father the altered genes, witnessed 
patriarchal violence, and ultimately transforms into the Hulk because of a radiation 
accident in the lab. In other words, Bruce Banner is a victim of the patriarchy that 
predetermines his fate; his anger and angst are thus held up against inheritance.   
Instead of provoking the audience’s fear of the mutant son, the Bruce-Hulk dyad 
is portrayed as a sympathetic character, or, as I argued earlier, a monster with mind and a 
																																																								
32 Gilmore, p. 20.  
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superhero with soul. Lee even described Hulk’s desert combat against the Air Force as “a 
little boy playing with the military in a very large sand box.”33 Compared to the innocent 
mutant child, the two fathers in the movie exemplify the corruption of patriarchy, a 
heritage too much for the children to shoulder.   
The role of the father remains contested and unstable throughout the film. General 
Ross, for example, is both the family protector and patriarchal enforcer who has been 
challenged and denied by his scientist daughter Betty. He yearns for emotional support 
from Betty but refrains from disclosing his work to her. An early episode that caused the 
abandonment anxiety in little Betty has aggravated their relationship and the repressed 
memories often revisit the adult Betty in her dream. In the film, as Betty and Bruce have 
a candid conversation in the cabin, their mutual childhood trauma is manifest in a 
recurrent dream sequence, in which Betty is seen as a little girl sitting in an ice cream 
parlor at the Desert Base with her father. The overexposure of photography adds a 
nostalgic feel to this dreamily lit parlor. As soon as a green mushroom cloud appears 
outside of the window in the blue sky, General Ross rushes out to examine the bombing, 
leaving his daughter crying all alone. What follows is the adult Bruce holding little Betty, 
and in order to stop her from crying he chokes her neck. The nuclear paranoia is now 
fraught with abandonment anxiety and her fear of Bruce. But the mushroom cloud is also 
an index to little Bruce’s trauma on the other side of the military base. His dying mother 
staggers to the front yard when the mushroom cloud erupts in the sky, whereas the four-
year-old Bruce starts to cope with his pumped-up anger against the patriarch.  
David Banner, keeping the name of Billy Bixby’s character, is the other father, a 
Faustian scientist and Shakespearean antihero. When Bruce’s father theatrically appears 
																																																								
33 Schamus et al, p. 121.  
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with three dogs in the darkening room, waiting for Bruce to recover from the accident. 
His lanky figure seems to be dissolving slowly in the darkness, hinting that he will 
become the Absorbing Man, who can transform into anything next to him. In their first 
encounter, Father says to his son:  
Father: Your name is not Krenzler. It’s Banner.  
Bruce Banner: What?  
Father: Your name. It’s Banner. Bruce Banner. Bruce.  
Bruce Banner: How did you get in here?  
Father: I work here now, in the labs. The late shift. It keeps me close to you. You  
            always work so late yourself, with your friend, Miss Ross. […] You must  
know. You don’t want to believe it, but I can see it in your eyes—so much 
like your mother’s. Of course, you’re my flesh and blood—but then, 
you’re something else, too, aren’t you? My physical son, but the child of 
my mind, too. 34                   
After witnessing Bruce’s first transformation, the Father observes the monster giant 
created by him with a sympathetic look, which temporarily pacifies Hulk’s anger. The 
Father’s image is complicated: loving and menacing, fatherly and demanding. As for the 
mutant superpower he had given to Bruce on the day he was conceived, the Father 
demands a share of the power. The Father is not the Chinese father played by Sihung 
Lung who seldom speaks his mind in Ang Lee’s Father Knows Best trilogy, but an 
American father who says what he means. 
Doctor Faustus’s dilemma is that a scientist needs to pursuit the unknown to see 
the future, but moral transgression often has its consequences. The Father turns his 
																																																								
34 Schamus et al, p. 51-2.  
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namesake into a curse for the moral transgression in genetic modification. With strong 
willpower, the Father becomes a precursor of human genetics engineering so ahead of his 
time that he can test on no one but himself and animals, which makes his son Bruce the 
true victim. Even so, the Father is not satisfied with what he has and wants to absorb 
Bruce’s invincible power to become the ultimate Absorbing Man. After Bruce is locked 
up by the military, the Father reveals to Betty that he would like to meet his son for one 
last time and defends himself as follows:  
Father: And what did I do to him, Miss Ross? Nothing! I tried to overcome the  
limits in myself—myself, not him. Can you understand? To improve on 
nature, my nature. Knowledge of oneself, that is the only path to the truth 
that gives men the power to defy God’s boundaries (and operate beyond 
prejudices).  35                         
The Father shrugs off his parental responsibility, pleading innocent on his experiment 
with genetic alteration. His desire to surpass human limits is his transgression against 
human nature and God’s power.  
 Bruce inherits the surname Banner from his father, but adopting the name means 
he needs to take on the responsibility for his father’s moral transgression. A symbolic 
cutting loose from one’s roots remains a difficult task, for others still judge the son by his 
father. After the Hulk is taken away by the military to the Desert Base, Betty confronts 
her father, but General Ross justifies the imprisonment by blaming Bruce Banner’s 
genetic inheritance instead.     
Ross: Because I know what he comes from! He’s his father’s son, every last  
																																																								
35 Schamus, p. 106. 
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molecule of him. He says he doesn’t know his father—he’s working in the 
exact same goddamn field his father did. So either he’s lying or it’s far 
worse than that, and he’s…  
Betty Ross: What? Predestined? To follow in his father’s footsteps?  
Ross: I was gonna say “damned.” 36       
The rationale behind Ross’s comment explains the myth of inheritance. To follow in his 
father’s footsteps. The apple never falls far from the tree. Like father, like son. These 
adages predetermine our expectation for the heir to continue the bloodline and live up to 
the family name. However, even the scientist Father questions the degree of genetic 
likeness by differentiating “a physical son” from “the child of mind” at their first reunion 
in the hospital.    
The differentiation between the physical son and the child of mind indicates the 
difference between genetic inheritance and cultural adaptation. In Hulk, a final twist 
reverses the effect of inheritance and shows the importance of cultural adaptation. The 
Father prefers his child of mind to his biological son, because his heir of the blood is but 
a “superficial shell, a husk of flimsy consciousness.” He prefers the green giant Hulk to 
his real son Bruce Banner. During the father-son reunion at the Desert Base, the Father 
reveals his motivation behind genetic alteration.    
Father: My real son—the one inside of you. You are merely a superficial shell, a  
husk of flimsy consciousness, surrounding him, ready to be torn off at a 
moment’s notice.  
 Bruce: Think whatever you like. I don’t care. Just go now.  
 The Father smiles, laughs. Whispers:  
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 Father: But Bruce—I have found a cure—for me. (beat—now more menacing)  
You see, my cells too can transform—absorb enormous amounts of 
energy, but unlike you, they’re unstable. Bruce. I need your strength. I 
gave you life, now you must give it back to me—only a million times 
more radiant, more powerful.  
Bruce: Stop.  
Father: Think of it—all those men out there, in their uniforms, barking and  
swallowing orders, inflicting their petty rule over the globe, think of all the 
harm they’ve done, to you, to me—and know we can make them and their 
flags and anthems and governments disappear in a flash. You—in me.  
Banner: I’d rather die.  
Father: And indeed you shall. And be reborn a hero of the kind that walked the  
earth long before the pale religions of civilization infected humanity’s 
soul. 37        
The Father once again reverses the concept of family inheritance, but this time he blames 
the “pale religions of civilization” that infected “humanity’s soul.” His paranoia about 
civilization and his distrust of inheritance makes him a true rebel of the family.  
The trauma of losing his mother transforms into the repressed memories that are 
mixed with nuclear paranoia and anger at the patriarchy, constantly returning to Bruce 
Banner. The formation of family in Hulk is fragile and incomplete. The Rosses don’t 
have a mother, whereas the Banners kill theirs. Once the inner beast is unleashed by 
nanomeds, Bruce becomes uncertain about his identity. Bruce is shown shaving in front 
of a fogged mirror, gazing at his blurred reflection twice. The first time is before he parks 
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his bike outside the Berkeley lab. The second time is when he falls from the sky when, as 
the Hulk, he is unable to fly as high as a military jet and he falls down to earth. But this 
time, when Bruce shaves his face, the Hulk is shown from the other side of the mirror, 
looking at Bruce.38 The disembodied reflection exemplifies his dual identities and daily 
struggle between the body and the soul. If his anger and angst are held up against his 
predestined inheritance, Bruce feels reluctant and persists in questioning the meaning of 
his namesake. But Bruce refuses to be integrated into the institution and instead chooses 
to live anonymously in a distant jungle in South America. His anger that changes him 
into a monster helps him maintain his individuality.  
The reluctant son may not radically change his genes, but he can change his 
memories of the past. He may fabricate his childhood memories, twist them, or simply 
forget them. Little Bruce’s sorrow has become the void in the mind, and deliberate 
forgetting is his resistance to the patriarch of the family. But his sorrow is not a private 
one. It has been shared with little Betty since the beginning. Bruce’s sorrow is the 
collective trauma that is shown in the form of amnesia. His deliberate forgetting is 
reminiscent of PTSD that revisits him in a series of flashbacks, where he may partially 
reconstruct his past through the blurred images of the broken past, that radiant jigsaw 
puzzle. But Ang Lee added a twist to Bruce’s childhood trauma by changing the genes. 
Reversing the time of genetic engineering of the late seventies to the peak of the Vietnam 
War in the mid-sixties presents less a scientific challenge than a historical paradox of the 
																																																								
38	Adam Barkman reads this scene as a response to The Incredible Hulk # 315 (1986). In this issue, the 
Hulk in the mirror tells Bruce, “Hulk is your own dark thoughts, your own anger, your rage!” See The 
Philosophy of Ang Lee (Lexington,	Kentucky:	University	Press	of	Kentucky,	2013),	175.		
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irrational war. In the imagined Marvel world, the son, who inherits the nonsensical war 
from his father, is himself a victim of patriarch violence.  
Lee’s “experiment with cutting” ultimately transcends the domain of cinematic 
language and points to his self-liberation from the burden of cultural roots. We can 
almost construe from the pun that Lee favors cultural adaptation over inheritance, but not 
quite. Just as Lee described the making of Hulk as his experience of becoming the Hulk, 
waking up from the allegorical slumber, he would certainly have felt rage, power, and 
freedom. And he liked it.   
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Chapter 4. East by West: Transnational Eclecticism in Brokeback Mountain (2005) 
 
On the evening of March 5, 2006, Ang Lee walked gingerly to the stage of 
Hollywood’s Kodak Theater to receive his first Academy Award for Best Directing for 
Brokeback Mountain. Looking at his Oscar statuette, Lee joked, “I wish I knew how to 
quit you,” dedicating the award to Ennis del Mar and Jack Twist, the fictional couple 
from the movie who embodied “the greatness of love itself.” What followed his demure 
smile were thanks to his American crew and family in the U.S. and Taiwan, gratitude to 
his dead father and “everybody in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and China.” His brandishing his 
Taiwanese identity on the international stage was hailed as the “pride of Taiwan,” and his 
humble and all-embracing rhetoric gave cause for celebration to people in Hong Kong 
and China.1 But the movie about the epic love between two men didn’t win the Oscar for 
the Best Picture; that honor went to Paul Haggis’s moral drama Crash—a twist that, 
Annie Proulx, the writer of the short story “Brokeback Mountain,” wrote, reflects how 
“conservative heffalump academy voters” cast votes against the cultural trend.2  
From Hollywood to Taiwan, the attention drawn to Brokeback Mountain reflects 
its potent adaptability that is transnational and transcultural enough to accommodate to a 
global audience. The movie featuring same-sex union and starring two Hollywood 
heartthrobs, Heath Ledger and Jake Gyllenhaal, was advertised as a Hollywood romance 
																																																								
1	Brokeback Mountain was banned in Mainland China because of its homosexual theme. Considering that 
Brokeback Mountain was nominated for several awards this year, the China Central Television made an 
exception by screening the Oscar ceremony with Chinese subtitles; however, instead of live streaming, the 
program was edited and broadcast an hour after its starting time. Ang Lee’s speech was cut soon after he 
thanked his dead father; his mention of Taiwan remained invisible on Chinese TV. See Daihan Li’s A 
Journey of Ang Lee: From Brokeback Mountain to Lust, Caution, p. 263. As for the ban of Brokeback 
Mountain in China, see “Chinese praises Ang Lee despite Mountain ban,” The Guardian, March 7, 2006, 
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2006/mar/07/awardsandprizes.china	
2	Annie Proulx commented, in “Blood on the red carpet” published by The Guardian on March 11, 2006, 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2006/mar/11/awardsandprizes.oscars2006  
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during its early campaign. The movie poster, inspired by Titanic (1997), shows the 
juxtaposition of two actors, both in denim jackets and cowboy hats, with Ledger’s side 
view against Gyllenhaal’s face at a 45-degree angle, looking awry. Underneath the title is 
the slogan “LOVE IS A FORCE OF NATURE”—a neutralized rendition of 
homosexuality in the U.S. heteronormative context. Despite its subdued representation of 
sexuality, Brokeback Mountain initially vexed the U.S. audience, especially religious and 
conservative groups: George W. Bush showed little interest in a movie about gay 
cowboys; Tony Curtis claimed the gay couple would have irked former cowboy actors 
Howard Hughes and John Wayne.3 The movie was banned from Utah cinema and later 
incited the American Family Association to boycott the merchandising of its DVDs.  
Nevertheless, the unprecedented media coverage of Brokeback Mountain 
bespeaks the halo of this instant classic. B. Ruby Rich admits it “queers” the sacred 
Western, but she notices “a form of heterosexual panic” when the same-sex union of the 
movie is marginalized in the heterosexual context.4 David Weiss is particularly dismayed 
by criticism of “the Brokeback paraphenomenon” that is rife with “tired gay cultural 
stereotypes; expresses facetious discomfort about gay sexual practices” and “dances 
around the supposedly oxymoronic notion of ‘gay cowboys’—and says absolute nothing 
about Brokeback Mountain.”5 The reluctance to see a potent text that can prevent 
LGBTQ from being homogenized in popular media is understandable; however, a 
comprehensive study of the text would require more than the lens borrowed from queer 
																																																								
3 Eric Patterson, On Brokeback Mountain: Meditation about Masculinity, Fear, and Love in the Story and 
the Film (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2008), xlviii.  
	4	B. Ruby Rich, “Hello Cowboy,” The Guardian, September 22, 2005; “Brokering Brokeback: Jokes, 
Backlashes, and Other Anxieties,” Film Quarterly, p. 45. 	
5 David Weiss, “Making Sense of the Brokeback Paraphenomenon,” The Brokeback Book: From Story to 
Cultural Phenomenon. Edited by William R. Handley (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 
2011), 242.  
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theory and gender studies, and would benefit from an inclusive consideration and an 
eclectic interpretation of Ang Lee’s transcultural input in his American films as a whole.   
Having no definite gay-affirming agenda, Brokeback Mountain, as described by 
Frank Rich, is “all the more subversive for having no overt politics,” and “a rebuke and 
antidote to that sordid episode.”6 Besides, the movie’s advertising, which vacillates 
between commercialization and celebration of love, and has indeed generated a 
discursive space for a humanist reading. Roy Grundmann notices the director’s use of 
“romance—a classically heterosexual genre” to develop a queer narrative and 
acknowledges the scriptwriters’ final “liberal-minded nod to gay mainstream politics.”7 
William Leung argues that the movie’s form of “classical-humanist tragedy” shows that 
“a gay protagonist can rise to the stature of an archetypal Everyman.”8 Ang Lee’s success 
in adapting an Eastern, sentimental approach to American Western life in ways that 
reverberate and engage in a global audience has not been addressed by Western critics.9 
Drawing from a variety of critical lenses, from its genre-twisting to its queer theme, I 
contend that Lee’s transnational and eclectic approach lends resonance to this American 
text.   
Set in the West, Brokeback Mountain transcends the Western border and the 
Western genre, presenting the intersection of transcultural adaptation and appropriation. 
Annie Proulx’s “Brokeback Mountain,” her 1997 The New Yorker story, imagines “once-
																																																								
6 Frank Rich, “Two Gay Cowboys Hit a Home Run,” The New York Times, December 18, 2005. 
7 Roy Grundmann, “Reply,” Cinéaste 31. 3: 85; “Review of Brokeback Mountain,” Cinéaste 31. 2: 52. 
8	William Leung, “So Queer Yet So Straight: Ang Lee’s The Wedding Banquet and  
Brokeback Mountain,” The Journal of Film and Video, Vol. 60, No. 1 (Spring 2008), 27. 
9 Matthew Bolton compares the short story with the movie with an emphasis on the scene of Jack’s death to 
address the ethics of alterity, and argues for its ethical rendition of queerness. See M. Bolton, “The Ethics 
of Alterity: Adapting Queerness in Brokeback Mountain.” Adaptation Vol. 5, No. 1 (2012): 35-56.    
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in-a-lifetime love” between two inadequate rural youths, Ennis del Mar and Jack Twist.10 
They herd sheep and fall in love on Brokeback Mountain of Wyoming and part company 
before the 1963 summer ends. Later, Ennis does ranch chores and marries his high school 
sweetheart Alma, living a humble life with two children in Riverton, Wyoming. Jack 
travels to Texas to perform rodeo before marrying daddy’s girl Lureen, whose father 
owns a farm machinery business in Childress, Texas. Their reunion occurs four years 
later and the affair will last until Jack dies of a possible hate crime assault in 1982.  
Unfortunately, Proulx’s story became an ill omen when Matthew Shepard died of 
hate crime attack in Laramie, Wyoming, in 1998—a tragedy later adapted into The 
Laramie Project in 2002. In 2005, Ang Lee’s movie adaptation Brokeback Mountain 
captures the essence of rural homophobia spanning the pre-Stonewall 1960s to Ronald 
Reagan’s “cowboy presidency,” as Ennis is gradually consumed by his closeted sexuality 
and the loss of the love of his life. The movie challenges the idea of cinematic 
authenticity by shooting the fictional Brokeback Mountain in Canada, and it includes an 
updated look at gender roles by showing women that are empowered to pursue love, or 
walk out of a marriage based on lies.   
Brokeback Mountain presents a subversive narrative to popular imagination of the 
American West, dismantles cowboy’s iconic masculinity by visualizing their domesticity, 
and challenges our conception of the West derivative of the Western formula. While the 
movie mixes the landscape of the Canadian Rockies, camaraderie of the American 
Western, and bottled-up family melodrama common in East Asia, it resonates with a 
variety of global audiences and allows each to interpret the film through their personal 
																																																								
10 Annie Proulx’s “Getting Movied,” from Brokeback Mountain: Story to Screenplay (New York: Scribner, 
2005), 132.  
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experience, sexual and identity politics, or cultural affinity. Thus, as we categorize this 
movie by its narrative or descriptive mode, the divergent transcultural traits that give its 
director the perspective of transculturation behind his filmmaking tend to be glossed 
over. To consider the transaction between adaptation and its agency, I examine Ang 
Lee’s role as a Taiwanese director of an American adaptation in order to breach the 
process of adaptation and the effect of transculturation. The mixed cultural influences on 
this movie, Eastern and Western alike, exemplify the result of transnational eclecticism, 
my term for Lee’s meld of Eastern sensibility with Western subjects, a style that 
resonates with the historical reality of Taiwan’s colonial experiences. The effect of 
transnational eclecticism reflects the complexity of Taiwanese subjectivity.    
The Accidental Western  
Brokeback Mountain presents a sui generis case of adaptation as a practice 
resulting from various stages of adaptation and appropriation. In the interview for Sight & 
Sound, Ang Lee, self-identifying as an outsider, affirmed the homosexual theme of 
Brokeback Mountain, and refused to acquiesce to the movie’s designated Western genre, 
stating, “It has very little to do with the Western genre.”11 Nonetheless, the movie script, 
co-written by Larry McMurtry and Diana Ossana, had been nicknamed “a gay cowboy 
movie [sic]” seven years before Focus Features optioned the project, with Ang Lee as the 
intended director. Film scholars, on the other hand, are more responsive to the bricolage 
of the characteristics of the Western genre in the movie, calling it a revisionist Western, 
an anti-Western, or a movie that simply “queers” the Western. This punctilious fixation 
on generic categorization, however, points less to the story-to-film adaptation than to the 
																																																								
11	 See Ang Lee’s interview with Roger Clarke, “Western Special: Lonesome Cowboys.” Sight & Sound, 
January 2006, p. 28.  
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story-to-screenplay adaptation, with an aura absorbed from the movie’s two adapters and 
labeled as a Western genre.  
The role of the adapter is crucial and definitive in deciding the generic form of 
Brokeback Mountain—a result that reverses the hierarchy between director and 
scriptwriter, between auteur and adapter. The adapter, or metteur-en-scène, as the word 
was used in François Truffaut’s seminal essay “A Certain Tendency of French Cinema” 
(1954), has been designated as the secondary, the person who “adds pictures” to the 
source texts. During the process of transcribing words into cinematic equivalents, the 
adapter might succeed in simplifying complex ideas and communicating those to “the 
lowliest.” Adaptation is therefore a process of translating literary language into images 
accessible to all. In developing his translation theory, Walter Benjamin differentiated the 
writer from the translator, since “The intention of the poet is spontaneous, primary, 
manifest; that of the translator is derivative, ultimate, ideational.”12 Drawing from 
Benjamin’s translation theory, Linda Hutcheon sees the parallel between a translator and 
an adapter and calls adaptation a “derivative work” based on preexisting texts that have 
been “recast, transformed.”13 Nonetheless, the adapter may attempt to be the auteur by 
appropriating certain functions of authorship and transcend the distinction. Stanley 
Kubrick famously denounced the sacred role bequeathed to the stylist of his source text in 
his adaptation of Lolita by saying, “Style is what an artist uses to fascinate the beholder 
																																																								
12	Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator,” Selected Writings: Vol. 1, 1913-1926. Edited by Marcus 
Bullock and Michael W. Jennings. (Cambridge: The Belknap Press, 1996), 259.  
13	Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation (London and New York: Routeledge, 2006), 9, 7. 		
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in order to convey to him his feelings and emotions and thoughts. These are what have to 
be dramatized, not the style.”14 
Considering the degrees of authorship bestowed upon the Brokeback adapters, the 
hierarchy between the adapter and the auteur is obfuscated, for McMurtry and Ossana 
amplify the dramatic potential and consciously add Western flair to the screenplay. They 
have the autonomy to invent new scenes, imagine characters and dialogue, and, in 
Ossana’s case, to participate in the casting and location scouting and filmmaking. The 
movie’s Western label poignantly translates the influence of McMurtry and Ossana, 
whose collaborative Western TV series achieved brand-name status in the 1990s. 
Especially McMurtry, with his Texas trilogy that is set in Thalia, Texas, all of which had 
been turned into movie adaptations, has the “stature as the dean of the twilight Westerns,” 
who “depicts the West as an orphaned, beat down territory passed over by the great 
societies heralded by Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson.”15 His last Texas novel The 
Last Picture Show, adapted by Peter Bogdanovich in 1971 into an Oscar-nominated film, 
recounts the decline of the Texas town, renamed as Anarene in the movie, at the outbreak 
of the Korean War. The quintessential anti-Western, this movie, referred by Ang Lee in 
his interview, was a crucial inspiration for Brokeback Mountain.16  
To transfer Proulx’s bare-bones realism into a parallel cinematic style, Ossana and 
McMurtry imagined undercurrents spared from her prose and amplified the plot into a 
full-length film. Ossana noticed an “excellent blueprint for screenplay” in the original 
																																																								
14	Thomas Leitch, Film Adaptations and Its Discontents, (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2007), 242.		
15 Roy Grundmann, p. 51.  
16	Clarke, Sound & Sight, p. 28.	
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story that “subverts the myth of the American West and its iconic heroes.”17 McMurtry 
praised Proulx for her “very young masterpiece,” which gives the director freedom to 
make an unprecedented representation.18 From Proulx’s “wire-fence” prose, McMurtry 
extracted a style “congruent with the landscape itself, and with the struggling, bruised 
speech still to be heard today across the north plains,” that follows the “long American 
tradition of doomed young men.”19  
Lyrical pastoralism predominates the representation of the American West, as 
exemplified in Ansel Adams’s poeticized representation of landscape photography in 
“Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico” (1941).20 An “unwilling pastoralist,” as McMurtry 
described, Lee might have found it difficult to avoid those moments when the natural 
landscape provides the mood and poeticizes Ennis and Jack’s union. But beneath the 
topographic beauty there is also “the grit of the towns,” as when Richard Avedon used his 
camera to capture ragged lives against the blank canvas in In the American West (1985). 
Lee consciously balances the beautiful landscape and the truthfulness of ragged lives in 
the West through all-inclusive cinematography. Thus, in the view of the movie’s Western 
adapters, the subject dealt with by Proulx is not new, but the visual mode adopted by Lee 
exemplifies a swerve from lyrical pastoralism in the representation of the west that makes 
Brokeback Mountain an adaptation of no lesser quality than the fictional masterpiece it is 
based on.   
In terms of film genre, the Western is essentially paradoxical, since the genre 
tends to poeticize the landscape and deliver the narrative à la pastoral lyricism. Following 
																																																								
17 Ossana, “Climbing Brokeback Mountain,” from Brokeback Mountain: Story to Screenplay, pp. 145-146.  
18 McMurtry, “Adapting Brokeback Mountain,” from Brokeback Mountain: Story to Screenplay, p. 140.  
19 Ibid., p. 140. 
20 Ibid., p. 141. 	
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the lineage of James Fenimore Cooper that projects male fantasy on themes of capture, 
flight, and pursuit on the frontier, the Western has evolved over time and developed its 
generic conventions in creative endeavors. A concrete definition of the Western may 
seem elusive since, as Lee Clark Mitchell notices, the genre “endures as entertainment 
because it has changed, inventively altering both its materials and narrative shape.”21 As 
a popular genre, the Western is equipped with a flexibility to cover a wide range of 
themes and narrative modes with the archetypal image of a lone gunman on a horse 
riding against a vast landscape. The Western’s paradox, however, springs from its origin, 
for its generic conventions are collectively produced by writers and artists from the East. 
The Easterner imagines the West, its natural landscape, its harsh demise, its sublime 
beauty, or its sharp contrast and potential challenge to civilization. The Western thus has 
little to do with the actual American West, except as a kind of inscription of “its own 
epitaph” that “‘no longer exists,’ never did, never could.”22 Evolve as it may, the Western 
is hence created by Eastern outsiders with generic persistence manifest in the use of 
landscape to contrast with the self-made, lone rider who aspires to explore the infinite 
border.  
As a Taiwanese filmmaker living in the U.S., Ang Lee embodies the Eastern view 
of the Western, but his sensibility of the Western genre is acquired through comparison. 
Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz, in his seminal classic Cuban Counterpoint: 
Tobacco and Sugar (1940), coins the neologism transculturation to describe the 
adjustment process one undergoes during cross-cultural assimilation. One tends to uphold 
one’s own cultural model while adjusting to and adopting new cultures. That bilateral 
																																																								
21	Lee Clark Mitchell, Westerns: Making the Man in Fiction and Film (Chicago and London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1996), 6. 
22	Ibid., p. 6.		
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cultural exchange between the old and the new gives birth to a synthetized cultural 
system that is called transculturation. On some level, every American adaptation of Lee’s 
is a kind of Western for him to reimagine America onscreen. Every American adaptation 
of his recounts a personal epistemological learning process of American culture as he 
adopts, acquires, and acculturates to America. But his familiarity with the tradition of the 
Hollywood Western also infuses confidence and rebellion into his work to get away with 
generic alteration. His Eastern impression of the American West is recast and 
transformed in a way for him to elaborate the character of transculturation and focalize 
international exchange between the East and the West.  
Despite the inevitable Western label inherited from its adapters, Ang Lee’s 
Brokeback Mountain presents a hermeneutic challenge to critics and scholars alike. A 
challenge that results from Lee’s deliberate avoidance of generic forms, which is well 
elaborated by Christine Geraghty, shows that “there is a sharp separation in Brokeback 
Mountain between the story and pictures, between ‘narrative and descriptive modes’. 
Although the setting carries a range of meaning associated with the western as a genre, 
there is a lack of integration between the landscape and the narrative action.”23 In the 
classic Western, the landscape is often presented in the background of the horizontal 
composition as the sublime grandeur and force of nature, tempting but unknown, that 
inspires the cowboy in the foreground to overcome the harsh environment and express 
heroics.  
																																																								
23	Christine Geraghty, “Revising the Western,” Now a Major Motion Picture, Now a Major Motion 
Picture: Film Adaptations of Literature and Drama (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishing, 
Inc., 2008), 156.   
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The fictional Brokeback Mountain, loosely based on the Bighorn Mountain of 
northern Wyoming and southern Montana, functions as an autonomous colony for Ennis 
del Mar (played by Heath Ledger) and Jack Twist (played by Jake Gyllenhaal) to escape 
from the homophobic society of Wyoming. The generic split provided in the movie 
shows how the landscape is converted into an idyllic locale for the couple to explore their 
desires and be initiated into queer love on the sly. Ennis and Jack’s heroism is expressed 
in their heart-to-hearts and romantic entanglement on Brokeback Mountain. At the end of 
the day, Ennis heats up canned beans on a pan and Jack plays a harmonica and sings the 
hymn “Water-Walking Jesus” learned from his mother. They shred deer meat of their 
own hunt and cure venison jerky by the campfire, drinking beer.  
The couple’s first intercourse happens when they are both drunk. Ennis abandons 
the idea of returning to the sheep herd and sleeps by the campfire, shivering and whining 
in the cold, until Jack calls him to hurry into the tent. The camera cuts to a close-up of the 
full moon close to the earth to indicate their desires are likely aroused by the enchanting 
natural scene. But the sex inside the tent, initiated by Jack, is presented in the dim light 
with both men appearing clothed, decorated with the belt unbuckling sounds to indicate 
their hasty movement. The next morning Ennis returns to the sheep and finds on the plain 
a sheep’s split carcass that marks the coyote’s triumphal feast—an objective correlative 
of the wild night that has just passed.  
A close-up of Ennis’s face shows us his self-denial and regret, but the mountain in 
the background, seen through the cinematographer Rodrigo Prieto’s tilted camera angle, 
leads our sight to the azure sky and the mountain’s solemnity and spirituality. The 
cinematic mountain resonates with Proulx’s “geographical determinist” beliefs in the 
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influential power of landscapes and her conceptualization of “isolation and altitude” that 
shapes the gritty and windy mountain into “a place both empowering and inimical.”24 The 
fictional Brokeback Mountain embodies all-embracing nature as a locale to admit 
violence and deviance, but it also provides comfort and sanctuary to the rural gay men as 
well as the audience.   
The Unintentional Queer Theme  
Whereas the audience may sympathize with rural gay men’s distress in the movie, 
film critics have often expressed ambivalence about the popularity of Brokeback 
Mountain. With its all-embracing rhetoric and reserved representation of homosexuality 
onscreen, Brokeback Mountain presents a same-sex romance bereft of the default 
discourse of identity politics that was common in the 1990s New Queer Cinema, which, 
defined by B. Ruby Rich, has become a trademark in works by independent queer 
filmmakers. Instead, in Brokeback Mountain themes of homosexuality are intertwined 
with those of familial obligations and social norms, which water down the movie’s 
potential agenda and significantly enhance its mainstream appeal and trigger the debate 
over the movie’s theme-blending scope and genre-bending style.  
 Having no overt LGBTQ-affirming message, the movie’s main characters are 
confused by homosexual desire and even battle against it. The shot that follows the sheep 
carcass is a dead coyote hanged on the pole, as if the killing itself is Ennis’s way to atone 
for his homosexual sin. Later that day, when Ennis sees Jack come sit next to him on the 
grass, he cleans the air by saying, “It’s a one-shot thing we got goin’ here.” Jack retorts, 
“It’s nobody’s business, but ours.” But Ennis needs to be reassured by Jack of his 
																																																								
24	Annie Proulx, “Getting Movied,” p. 129, p. 131.	
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normality, so he adds, “You know I ain’t no queer.” Sensing a tinge of blame in Ennis’s 
voice, Jack falsely seconds him by saying: “Me neither.” Like their drunken sex scene, 
this scene of their false confession is often read by queer critics as evidence of the 
movie’s equivocal attitude toward homosexuality, disregarding the following twist when 
the couple will soon spend their second night together. The irony is, as one needs to lie 
about one’s sexuality in order to stay put, that denial realistically reflects the hardship gay 
people faced in the homophobic society of Wyoming in the 1960s.   
 Although gay men in this movie often need to perform ostensible masculinity to 
mask their inner queerness, their queerness is given equally important screen time to flesh 
out. Since heterosexual marriage is what postpones Ennis and Jack’s union, it 
domesticates the two men, who can only confess their love to each other in the mountain. 
The listless family life featured in the second half of the movie, contrasting with their 
euphoric experience in the first forty minutes set in Brokeback Mountain, illustrates their 
failed attempt to accommodate to social norms. After starting a family with Alma (played 
by Michelle Williams), Ennis works as a ranch hand here and there to provide support for 
his wife and daughters. But a guilty conscience still gets the better of him. For example, 
during the family’s outing for the Fourth of July fireworks, Ennis comes to blows with 
two bikers, sitting behind his wife and daughters, who blurt offensive words to no one in 
particular, to conceal his guilt. That punch, however, exemplifies less his macho side than 
his ill adjustment to family life. Similarly on their last day on Brokeback Mountain, Ennis 
can’t articulate the outburst of his strong feelings for Jack and instead punches Jack 
before they part ways by the end of the summer in 1963. It is through his fists that he 
expresses his vulnerability. Not until the arrival of Jack’s postcard four years later in 
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1967 do we see Ennis get excited about life again. Once in a while, he lies to Alma about 
fishing with Jack to temporarily escape the confines of marriage and indulge himself in 
Jack’s love in the wilderness, so that he can observe social norms once when he returns 
home; their love affair will last for nearly two decades.     
In The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959) Erving Goffman notes our 
theatrical performances to fit our social roles and social interactions with other people in 
everyday life. Heath Ledger enacts Ennis’s pretense and performance, hides his fear and 
ease and desire for Jack from others, and vacillates between his family duty in town and 
homosexual love in the mountain. Yet his performance is perhaps perceived as too real 
by critics such as Daniel Mendelsohn, who is piqued by Ennis’s “self-repression and self-
loathing,” crystalized by Ledger. In his review of the film for New York Review of Books, 
Mendelsohn notices that “the awkward, almost hobbled quality of his gait, the constricted 
gestures, the way in which he barely opens his mouth when he talks all speak eloquently 
of a man who is tormented simply by being in his own body—by being himself.”25 
Arguing that the portrait of queerness has to be compromised given the homophobic 
society of the 1960s and the movie’s effort to appeal to the mainstream market, 
Mendelsohn construes the characterization as likely to push gay men back to the closet—
an inference that galled producer James Schamus, who wrote in his open letter to New 
York Review of Books that queer critics should de-privatize the epistemology of 
homosexuality in order to reach and “queer” a broader popular audience.26 
																																																								
25	Daniel Mendelsohn, “An Affair to Remember,” New York Review of Books, February 23, 2006, 12-13.	
26 From James Schamus’s “Reply,” he writes, “One thing this means is that we solicit every audience 
member’s identification with the film’s central gay characters; the film succeeds if it, albeit initially within 
the realm of the aesthetic, queers its audience. But in so doing, it paradoxically figures its gayness not just 
as a concretely situated identity, but also as a profound and emotionally expansive experience, 
understandable by all.”    
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David Leavitt maintains that McMurtry and Ossana “have ironed Proulx’s kinks, 
but they haven’t eliminated [Proulx’s] eccentricities; instead, they’ve found a cinematic 
parallel in their appropriation of Hollywood conventions of masculinity.”27 A significant 
change in the screenplay shows the elimination of a peculiar dialogue between Ennis and 
Jack. In Proulx’s short story, Ennis and Jack reunite at Motel Siesta in 1967. After sex, 
Ennis, guilt-ridden, needs to ascertain whether he is queer and asks, “This happen a other 
people? What the hell do they do?” And Jack replies, “It don’t happen in Wyomin and if 
it does I don’t know what they do, maybe go to Denver.”28 Leavitt reads McMurtry and 
Ossana’s intentional omission of this “lone mention of possible refuge” as a deliberate 
alteration, arguing that the male bonding is stabilized as Jack and Ennis become more 
alike as if they are two “straight” men.29 Once again we see an anachronistic retort that 
debases the role of our daily performance in social interactions. Unlike Ennis, Jack is the 
one who dares to act out his queer nature, which is embodied in the actor Jake 
Gyllenhaal. Underneath the black felt cowboy hat are Gyllenhaal’s misty eyes and sly 
smile that suggest that Jack, the love-struck ex-rodeo performer, is a complex character. 
Jack dresses like a cowboy, but he is vulnerable inside and only comfortable with male 
love; the contrast makes him perceive Ennis as a potential companion.    
While the movie fittingly represents the homophobic context of the story, D. A. 
Miller addresses the movie’s generalization of queerness in his seminal essay “On the 
Universality of Brokeback Mountain,” wherein he specifically challenges celebratory 
criticisms that channel our attention to Annie Proulx’s style indirect libre or Heath 
																																																								
27	David Leavitt, The Brokeback Book, p. 29.		
28	Proulx, “Brokeback Mountain,” p. 15.	
29	Leavitt, p. 29.		
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Ledger’s method acting. Interestingly, Miller seems oblivious to the outsider’s 
involvement in the queer narrative, despite the fact that either discourse, on Proulx’s 
writing or Ledger’s acting, in its own way celebrates the outsider’s contribution to the 
community as well. Proulx’s inspiration for the story “Brokeback Mountain,” recounted 
in “Getting Movied,” draws from her sole observation of an elderly cowboy who quietly 
observed other men in a Wyoming country bar. Miller attributes the origin of the story to 
Proulx’s gaze, or her “eureka,” whereby “this epistemologist of the closet” lets her 
fantasy of an elder gay in a country bar get the better of her.30 Equally effective is the 
unequivocal championship of Ledger’s craft, which focuses on his transformation from a 
Hollywood hetero-heartthrob to a traumatized rural gay man onscreen.  
In Brokeback Mountain, Ledger embodies and ennobles Ennis del Mar, who has 
been traumatized by his bullying father who once killed the rural gay man Earl, the 
“tough old bird,” with a tire iron. After the rancher Joe Aguirre (played by Randy Quaid) 
saw through his binoculars Ennis and Jack “stem the rose,” when they, dressed half-
nakedly, play with each other on the campsite, he made up his mind to end their term 
early. Outside Aguirre’s office trailer Ennis and Jack part from each other, yet both 
pretend to be strong. Sitting in his pickup, Jack sees Ennis slowly disappear from his 
rearview mirror. Ennis, however, turns in a dark alley after Jack’s pickup disappears from 
sight and pukes. Proulx writes,  
Within a mile Ennis felt like someone was pulling his guts out hand over hand a 
yard at a time. He stopped at the side of the road and, in the whirling new snow, 
																																																								
30 D. A. Miller, p. 53. “On	the	University	of	Brokeback.”	Film	Quarterly,	Vol.	60,	No.	3	(Spring		
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tried to puke but nothing came up. He felt about as bad as he ever had and it took 
a long time for the feeling to wear off. 31  
The movie, meanwhile, shows a cowboy standing at the end of the alley to look in on 
Ennis only to be greeted with the latter’s angry cry, “What the fuck are you looking at?” 
Here, Ennis’s cry wards off the nuisance and reminds us of his daily performance in the 
homophobic town to survive. It is through Ennis’s disengagement from his sexuality that 
we are reminded that homophobia is never distant.    
Indeed, Ang Lee is neither a queer with first-hand experience nor an American 
from the Southern states, who abides by the Western tradition. But there is a definite 
communication gap between the curious spectator and the lovelorn protagonist whose 
inner effusiveness is conveyed in a scolding, which is inserted here by the director, Lee. 
A “venerable catchword of gay-baiting” to Ledger’s character, perhaps, it is also a 
venerable self-reminder inserted by the heterosexual outsiders—McMurtry, Ossana, and 
especially Lee, to remember the boundary between basic respect and intervention as they 
observe others. After all, Wyoming, after the tragedy of Matthew Shepard, described by a 
Laramie local, is a place where people “live or let live” as in “all the western literature.”32 
Ennis’s cry that interrupts the boundary between looking and being looked at, between 
the outsider and insider, is a reminder of ethical boundaries we must retain as we tread 
the unknown territory.    
Canadian Appropriation of American Adaptation  
																																																								
31 Proulx, “Brokeback Mountain,” p. 9.  
32 Moisés Kaufman and the Members of the Tectonic Theater Project. The Laramie Project and The 
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The fundamental conflict between the landscape and the narrative action arises in 
part from the geopolitical appropriation of the Canadian landscape in Brokeback 
Mountain. Most of the mountain scenes in the movie were filmed in Kananaskis Country, 
the foothills of the Canadian Rockies in Alberta, and the Texan rodeo was recreated on 
the Calgary Stampede in Calgary, Canada. In Camille Johnson-Yale’s article “West by 
Northwest: The Politics of Place in Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain,” she maintains that 
the stand-in of the Canadian landscape in the movie reflects the phenomenon of the 
“runaway film production” as the American film industry has become more dependent on 
“an excessive use of Canada in place of US locations for film production” over the past 
two decades.33  Johnson-Yale seconds the popular assumption that it was the political 
aspect of the runaway production that Brokeback Mountain was not in favor at the 
Academy Awards, compared to Crash, a moral drama made in Los Angeles to honor the 
collective endeavors of Hollywood. This kind of tension between the Canadian landscape 
and the American narrative not only challenges the traditional discourses of cinematic 
authenticity and place, but it reflects the changes in cultural identities and national 
boundaries in the global age.  
With a limited budget, Lee withdrew the idea of location shooting, and instead, he 
bid the crew to look for “a cheap imitation of the Wyoming mountain scene.” 34 
Executive producer Tom Cox, then the representative of Alberta Film Entertainment, 
explained the decision in an interview that, “there is no company like ours that has a track 
record like we have with the unions, crews and government, and there is no incentive 
																																																								
33	Camille	Johnson-Yale,	“West by Northwest: The Politics of Place in Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain. 
The Journal of Popular Culture, Vol. 44, No. 4 (2011): 890-907. Johnson-Yale writes, “Films such as My 
Big Fat Greek Wedding, Chicago, and Capote, all depicting primarily US locations and all shot in Canada, 
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there.”35 Production designer Judy Becker noted the landforms and long views of Texas 
and Wyoming during the early location scout and then found their parallels in Alberta. 
Proulx seconded the change of the shooting location early on, for what she saw in 
homophobia was “very strong rural characteristic.” 36 
The topographical stand-in of the Canadian Rockies that lacks the aura of 
Wyoming, however, proved to be successful trompe l’oeil. In the final product Ang Lee 
inevitably added Western elements such as “dead animals and good fights” that made the 
then Wyoming resident Proulx comment: “The film is intensely Wyoming.”37 Soon after 
the film was released nationwide in late 2005, phone calls swamped the Wyoming’s state 
travel office to inquire about the designated location of Brokeback Mountain, and even 
the office director mistook the mountain scene from the movie for the Teton Range in 
Wyoming.38 Unlike the original setting in Wyoming, “the Rockies along the Alberta-
British Columbia line” has been s a “gay-friendly” tourist draw for generations.39 The 
topographical appropriation of the Canadian landscape is thus a geopolitical statement 
that indicates the necessity for the project to run away from the native land. 
Therefore, Brokeback Mountain challenges the practice of appropriation and 
sidetracks our attention to the paradox of reality. It epitomizes the realization of hybrid 
melding of elements of Western genre with queer romance and family drama, which is 
furthermore superimposed on the Canadian land—a diversion from Lee’s pursuit of the 
authentic West as in Ride with the Devil. The American West reimagined elsewhere by 
																																																								
35 Johnson-Yale, p. 893.  
36	Annie Proulx, “The Art of Fiction,” The Paris Review, p. 47. 	
37	Proulx, “Getting Movied,” p. 137.		
38 See Alan Solomon’s “The mountains and that movie: a Brokeback romance between Alberta and 
Wyoming,” Chicago Tribune, January 29, 2006.  http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2006-01-
29/travel/0601280113_1_sizable-town-is-worland-worland-ten-sAng Leep-chamber-diane-shober 
39 Ibid.  
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Lee purportedly squares with Proulx’s vision, for they both engage in the representation 
of the American West from an Eastern view. While Southern writers like McMurtry and 
Ossana are familiar with the genealogy and variations of the Western genre, Proulx is a 
Connecticut local relocated to Wyoming, who appropriates the concept of the 
“wormhole” from science fiction to an imagined mountain with the intention to show 
“where two characters go in and they come out differently.”40 While her other Wyoming 
stories in her 1999 collection Close Range are either based on or inspired by local 
histories, “Brokeback Mountain” seems to be an outlier, for it “was not connected to any 
one incident, but based on a coalescence of observations over many years, small things 
here and there.”41  
In Brokeback Mountain, Lee has created a Brokeback Mountain that has no aura 
but is more real than the wormhole, with the effect of confusing the audiences as well as 
prospective tourists to Wyoming and Alberta. The cinematic re-imagination of the West 
on the Northwest of America, ironically, reminds us of the abundant use of make-believe 
landscapes in Western movies, a practice described by Mitchell: “Actual landscapes are 
everywhere recast in the Western, which conceives of setting not as authentic locale but 
as escapist fantasy.”42 The Canadian Rockies recast here becomes a simulacrum of a 
Western film too real to be typecast and too hyperreal to reflect our ever-present fantasy 
of the West.        
In light of the representation of landscape, Brokeback Mountain reverses the idea 
of cinematic authenticity through its Canadian stand-in for an original American setting. 
Even though the gay-unfriendly Wyoming State barely appears in the frame, the lack of 
																																																								
40 Annie Proulx’s interview with Bookworm, reprinted in The Brokeback Book, p. 157.  
41	Annie Proulx, “Getting Movied,” Brokeback Mountain, p. 129. 			
42	Mitchell, Westerns, p. 4.		
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US location shooting is not total. The border of “Juarez Skyline,” the Mexican border 
red-light district where Jack arrives at late night to seek the warmth of a male prostitute, 
was indeed filmed in La Mesilla, New Mexico.43 The scene begins with a distant shot that 
shows the night town crowded with lit concrete houses. Slowly Jack walks to the center 
of the frame where a colorful square is ablaze with Mexican women and children who 
greet and cajole strangers in Spanish. Instead of responding to unsolicited calls, Jack 
walks into an alley where a row of male prostitutes are waiting for customers to show up. 
Jack ignores the one who speaks to him and walks toward a quiet man who faintly 
resembles Ennis and the camera stops moving as they walk deeper into the alley with a 
hint of an impending steamy night. The fair use of the Canadian landscape and the “fake” 
use of the American town further accentuate the paradoxical representation of 
authenticity of landscape in Brokeback Mountain.  
The East in the West: Transnational Eclecticism   
If the Canadian stand-in in the movie mirrors the paradoxical mythmaking of the 
American West, the particularity of America is leveled down once when an American 
town becomes the substitute for a Mexican border town. The Western imagery that can 
be implemented elsewhere reflects the pervasiveness of Global Hollywood and beneath 
the fad is the “Asian Invasion” that has permeated the industry since the mid-1990s. And 
Lee, with the success of The Wedding Banquet (1993), Sense and Sensibility (1995), and 
Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon (2000), became a bellwether of the trend. But what 
distinguishes him from fellow Asian filmmakers are his cultural affinity for American 
																																																								
43 The location for “Juarez Skyline” is in the town of La Mesilla, New Mexico; this is one of the few 
scenes really filmed in the U.S. http://movies3.nm-unlimited2.net/2000s/9brokeback_mountain.html 
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culture and his interest in melding the Western subjects with his Eastern sensibility, a 
method I call transnational eclecticism.  
Comparing Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain with The Wedding Banquet, William 
Leung sees Lee’s heterosexuality as the cause that keeps the discursiveness of queer 
identity politics of New Queer Cinema at bay, and instead, Brokeback Mountain becomes 
Shakespearean humanistic drama. Besides sexuality, I believe Lee’s affinity for 
American culture gives him narrative license and strengthens his Eastern view in 
Brokeback Mountain, presenting a culturally eclectic adaptation. His affinity for 
American culture, intriguingly, reflects the generational change from Old Hollywood to 
New Hollywood at best. In his interview with Sight & Sound, Lee admitted his 
inspiration drawing from neither Andy Warhol’s Lonesome Cowboys (1968) nor John 
Schlesinger’s Midnight Cowboy (1969), tracing the genealogy of Brokeback Mountain 
back to Peter Bogdanovich’s anti-Western The Last Picture Show (1971), which was 
based the titular novel written by Larry McMurtry.44 The movie’s black-and-white 
cinematography is reminiscent of the legacy of Old Hollywood, but its down-to-earth 
view of a declining Texan town, Archer City, reveals antiwar and anti-Western 
reflections evocative of New Hollywood. Accordingly, casting Randy Quaid in a cameo 
role as the homophobic rancher in Brokeback Mountain denotes the lineage of the West 
that Ang Lee consciously abides by and revisits, given that Quaid also made his first 
screen appearance in McMurtry’s imagined Archer City, Texas, in 1971.  
The Eastern sensibility is manifest in the representation of concrete details to 
articulate the quiet mood in the movie. Landscape, for example, is shown onscreen à la 
																																																								
44	Clarke, p. 28. See Note 14. 		
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Chinese landscape painting that deliberately keeps “empty space” within the frame to 
create the sense of expansiveness and the force of nature. The composition shows the 
evasiveness of the sky and resonates with the isolation and altitude envisioned by Proulx. 
Not only does Lee consciously continue McMurtry’s Western experience, he also 
faithfully delivers Proulx’s vision of the imagined landscape. His eclectic adaptation of 
the two can be seen in his considering of the environmental effects on characters. Lee 
attributed the role of windy climate to the non-verbal communication between the 
cowboys. In an interview, Lee said:  
Constant wind. When you are out there you go crazy. It drives you nuts. Just stand 
there for a year in the wind, and you'd go shoot yourself. I don't know, it does 
drive you crazy when you're doing that the whole day. So, I learned that and Larry 
also reminded me, so we shoot wind and put in the sound of wind, twenty, thirty 
types of wind mixed in. All kinds of wind. In Annie's writing there is a sentence 
like, “In the trailer you could hear the wind like a truck load of dirt dumped on.” 
They always talk about wind. Very important to how you carry on the mood. It's 
such a non-verbal culture I think those elements are very important. They have to 
be romantic.45 
While capturing the romantic, non-verbal culture in the West, Lee visualizes, or auralizes, 
the sound of wind, an intermedial adaptation that squares with his pursuit of realism, by 
melding Proulx’s description of wind with McMurtry’s memories of wind.   
The integration of aesthetic emotion and aesthetic form also demonstrates in 
Lee’s interpretation of the imagined Brokeback Mountain, on which he adopts a 
universalized personification to resonate with our personal experience. In an early feature 
																																																								
45	Carlo Cavagna, “Interview: Ang Lee,” About Film.com.		
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for The New York Times, Lee confessed, “There’s a private feeling to the movie, an 
intimate feeling. I think eventually everybody has a ‘Brokeback Mountain’ in them. 
Someone you want to come back to. And of course, some people don’t come back."46 
The mountain symbolizes the private, intimate feeling that was once in us but is no longer 
the same. The personification of the mountain invites us to associate it with our lost love 
wherein we would love to return. Conversely, since our intimate feelings are to be 
recalled by Brokeback Mountain, the temporal differentiation of our current state sharply 
reminds us of the irreversibility of time. While Ennis projects his memories of love on the 
mountain and says to Jack, “the Brokeback got us good,” Jack is sensitive to the 
irreversibility of time and love, complaining, “Never enough time, never enough.”    
To deliver the ideal of Brokeback Mountain, where our nostalgia for the past is 
evoked, Ang Lee balances McMurtry’s insider experience in the West with Proulx’s 
outsider observation of the West. Brokeback Mountain hence should be examined as an 
eclectic text that in part balances Western pastoralism with grounded realism, or “the grit 
of towns” as McMurtry notes, and the insiders’ local experience with the outsiders’ 
observations of the American West. I call this balancing of cultural forces “transnational 
eclecticism” with the intent to articulate Lee’s intercultural affinity for both the East and 
the West. Given that he balances abstract ideas with concrete details, Eastern mood with 
Western landscape, lyrical pastoralism with real grit and wind, and the outsider’s 
observation with the insider’s life experience, his representation of American subject 
matter is filtered through an intercultural lens carved out from his Taiwanese experience.   
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Transnational eclecticism is a deliberate cultural practice adopted by many 
Taiwanese filmmakers, writers, and artists owing to the effect of the variegated cultural 
influences on the island. Nevertheless, Ang Lee might be the first one who explored the 
intersection of the East and the West and benefited from this transcultural practice. In The 
Wedding Banquet, a Taiwanese young man living in Manhattan with his same-sex lover 
pretends to marry a Chinese woman to avoid his parents’ pestering him about marriage. 
However, once his Chinese parents, who emigrated to Taiwan in 1949, decide to fly over 
for his wedding in New York, the generational narrative shifts gears toward a Western 
screwball comedy. His Austen adaptation Sense and Sensibility, like his Taipei-based 
movie Eat Drink Man Woman, emphasizes the subtle miscommunication between man 
and woman, taking the hint from Elinor Dashwood’s line: “What do you know of my 
heart?” But once the characters walk along expansive meadows with a flock of sheep, the 
empty space of the cinematic frame reminds us of the minimalist composition of Chinese 
landscape painting. Similarly, Ang Lee directed his two female leads of Crouching Tiger 
Hidden Dragon and described them as the two sisters in the wuxia (martial arts) version 
of Sense and Sensibility: one abides by Confucian moralism, the other abandons her title 
for love and sexual freedom.   
Likewise, in representing the dislocated Western queer romance in Brokeback 
Mountain, Lee incorporates Eastern sensibility with the family dynamics in the 1960s 
Wyoming, and smoothly melds Eastern family customs with the ostensible subject of 
Hollywood melodrama. Themes such as familial piety and duty were common in 
Mandarin family-ethics film (jiating lunli pian, 家庭倫理片), which was widely popular 
in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Southeast Asia throughout Lee’s childhood in the 1960s. 
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Since Proulx’s story is originally set in pre-Stonewall Wyoming in 1963, Eastern 
melodrama that showcases the conflict between family responsibility and personal 
romance uncannily provokes the moral unease within a nominally socially progressive 
context—the unease, perhaps, bespeaks a more authentic frontier marked by societal 
taboos and restriction in the American West.  
However, interpreting the movie beyond the false dichotomy between the genre-
oriented (the Western) or the theme-driven (queer romance) interpretation requires our 
transcultural sensibility. Several perceptive critics familiar with Asian cultural practices 
are equipped with a culturally nuanced lexicon to address Lee’s eclectic blend of the East 
and the West. Michael Thompson addresses Lee’s “Confucian cowboy aesthetics,” 
approaching the text from a Confucian framework with an emphasis on social dynamics 
and “the difficulties involved in social interaction and propriety in conflict” in Brokeback 
Mountain.47 Jeff Bush notices that “Western melodrama is explicitly, and queer cinema 
implicitly, consumer oriented,” but it is not typical of either one because of its “attempt to 
present male sexuality from the point of view of Eastern philosophy.”48 Coming from a 
different discursive constellation, I will selectively respond to critics who address the 
East-Meets-West dimensions in Brokeback Mountain in the interest of film art.  
While Brokeback Mountain is noted for its melodramatic elements, Chris Berry 
differentiates the Hollywood melodrama from Chinese family-ethics film: while the 
former weighs in Shakespearean romantic love, the latter often features characters who 
give up romantic yearning and prioritize family duty instead. In contrast to the romantic 
Jack, Ennis obstinately chooses his family duty and is unable to reciprocate the intimacy 
																																																								
47 Michael Thompson, “The Confucian Cowboy Aesthetic,” The Philosophy of Ang Lee, 66. 
48 Jeff Bush,“East Meets Western: The Eastern Philosophy of Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain.” The 
Philosophy of Ang Lee, 81-2.  
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Jack has envisioned for their relationship. Ennis’s sacrifice of romantic love for family 
duty would be presented as virtue in the family-ethics film, even though his sacrifice of 
romantic love indirectly caused Jack’s tragic death and implanted in him feelings of 
regret. Berry, however, anachronistically reads Proulx’s writing of queer romance in 
tandem with the Japanese subculture as “yaoi” or “Boys’ Love” (BL) that is produced by 
heterosexual women who fantasize a homoerotic relationship between two male 
characters. The BL dyad often includes a sexually aggressive man as “top” who 
dominates the relationship, and the passive one as “bottom” who acquiesces to the other’s 
wishes. Berry sees an interchangeable top-bottom role play between Ennis and Jack, who 
plays a “strong bottom” to Ennis’s “weak top,” in  their ambivalent relationship.49     
In Sentimental Fabulations, Contemporary Chinese Films, the Hong Kong-born 
cultural critic Rey Chow refers the sentimental to the German philosopher Friedrich 
Schiller, who defined the term “as a modern creative attitude marked by a particular self-
consciousness of loss.”50 Chow reiterates Schiller’s poetic statements as follows,   
[W]hile the poet who writes “naively” is nature, the poet who writes 
“sentimentally” seeks nature; the latter’s “feeling for nature is like the feeling of 
an invalid for health.” The sentimental relation to nature (the condition of simple 
and sensuous wholeness that, because it is lost, will henceforth become a moral 
ideal) is, in other words, no longer spontaneous but reflexive—suffused with 
feelings of longing and characterized by the imaginative infiniteness of thought.51       
																																																								
49	Chris Berry, “The Chinese Side of the Mountain,”	Film Quarterly, Vol. 60, No. 3 (Spring 2007), 35.  
50	Rey Chow, Sentimental Fabulations, Contemporary Chinese Films (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2007), 15.	
51 Ibid.   
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Here, the sentimental relation to nature is neither spontaneous nor natural, but an instance 
of affect that is suffused with our reflexive feelings that are triggered by an irreversible 
temporal differentiation. We feel sentimental when something is no longer there, or no 
longer the same; our yearning and belated regrets for the past are the sentimental.    
 Chow deems her excavating the sentimental in contemporary Chinese films as 
resistance against the trend that Western theorists tend to use to examine Eastern cultures, 
namely as “phenomena of social or anthropological interest, in the form of mass or 
nonindividuated beliefs, customs, rituals, and practices,” despite the fact that “the high 
ends of human civilization [has] to do with the capacities for abstract, speculative, and 
imaginative endeavors.”52 Among several translations of the term sentimentalism, she 
favors wenqing zhuyi (溫情主義), which literally means “warm sentiment-ism,” and the 
discursive constellation implicated here. “Warm sentiment” inevitably conjures our 
imagination of the “touchy-feely, lachrymose effusiveness that is conventionally 
associated with the sentimental.” It also conjures another layer of meaning of “being 
warm,” which is “being in the middle between the extremes of hot and cold, bespeaking a 
kind of moderation that is, interestingly, not quite the affective outpour that is the typical 
definition of sentimentalism.”53 That is, the sentimental in Chinese context is given a 
discursive constellation that is the middle way, moderately laid in between the two 
extremes. Given that the sense of moderation is a requisite for the sentimental, the 
sentimental can be understood as “a mood of endurance, a mode whose contours tend to 
remain fuzzy rather than sharply delineated and whose effects may more easily be 
apprehended as (a prevailing) tone.” Thus, as wenqing and moderation, the sentimental 
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53 Chow, Ibid., pp. 17-8 
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ultimately is “about being accommodating and being accommodated.”54 The sentimental 
involves our effort to accommodate to social conventions and situations that don’t 
necessarily go our way; this theme is clearly visible in Brokeback Mountain.      
 A sentimental mood of endurance internalized in Ennis is conveyed in his ducking 
out of same-sex love. While Western critics tend to read Ennis’s negotiating with his own 
homosexual desire as repression, Mun-Hou Lo notices Lee’s “frequent figuration of 
desire as dangerous—desire for something, desire in itself.” The figuration of desire is 
shown in Bruce Banner’s battling against his desire for anger, Ennis’s battling against his 
desire for Jack, and thrown into sharper relief in Lust, Caution, Lee’s erotic espionage 
thriller based on Eileen Chang’s short story of the same title.55 Lo notices the “weird 
reversibility” in the movie poster since the two Chinese characters 色, 戒 (se, jie) are 
deliberately laid out in traditional writing style from right to left as 戒, 色 (jie, se), that 
invites contemporary audience who are used to read from left to right to see the title as 
Caution, Lust, which would be “more like an imperative command to give up or renounce 
desire.”56  
 Reading Ennis’s moderation of desire as repression is different from reading it as 
his exercise of endurance owing to its potency. A negative connotation of repression is 
easily construed after Jack dies for his reluctance to exercise repression. While Rey Chow 
extends her sentimental reasoning to Brokeback Mountain, and sees the movie “focalize 
on compromise as an important emotional event,” Lo argues that Chow fails to perceive 
																																																								
54	Chow, pp. 18-9.		
55	Eileen Chang’s story “Lust Caution” depicts a naive college student who, persuaded by her patriotic 
peers, engages in espionage to gather information from a secret agent of the puppet government imposed by 
Japan in China during the Second Sino-Chinese War. While the student tempts the secret agent with her 
youth and beauty, the wily middle-aged agent initiates her into lust and the price to pay for it.   
56	Mun-Hou Lo, “Backs Unbroken: Ang Lee, Forbearance, and the Closet.” The Brokeback, 56. 
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that the movie is potent enough to subvert the generic format of the Western genre.57 
Instead, Lo emphasizes the positive of negotiating desire that is aligned with Taoist 
beliefs in forbearance (忍, ren), wherewith one needs to hold desire in abeyance until it 
can be fulfilled—self-discipline that resonates with what Ennis learned from his father: 
“If you can’t fix it… you gotta stand it.” Moreover, he extrapolates that “forbearance, 
rather than repression, is the key coping mechanism for the majority of Ang Lee’s 
characters, as well as his theme proper.”58  
 In the course of their two-decade relationship, Ennis decides the frequency of 
their reunions and proposes to meet Jack “once in a while in the middle of nowhere,” 
 whereas Jack acquiesces to this while complaining that there is “never enough time.” 
Ennis’s passivity, at first glance, is disquieting, since he has no desire for improving their 
situation. He can’t fix the precarious situation he is in—the homophobic society that 
stifles him, the shackles of paternal duty imposed on him even after divorce, the 
nightmarish homophobia embedded in him by his own father—and hence he chooses to 
withstand it. And Ennis, after listening to Jack’s future plan for their cohabitation, 
responds, “Bottom line, we’re around each other and this thing grabs on to us again in the 
wrong place, wrong time, we’ll be dead.”59 This thing that grabs on to them can be 
understood as their desire for each other that might endanger their lives in the public eye. 
The Taoist concept of forbearance seems to come through here as we examine this 
relationship based on Ennis’s capacity to stay in love and to withstand the existing 
difficulty.  
																																																								
57 Chow, p. 199. Lo, p. 78.   
58 Lo, p. 70.  
59	McMurtry and Ossana, p. 52.		
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Lee professed his Taoist beliefs as he described the essence of filmmaking in the 
interview with the China Post, the Taiwan-based English newspaper, after the release of 
Brokeback Mountain in 2005. He stated:   
Repression, the struggle between how you want to behave as a social animal and 
the desire to be honest with your free will. That’s an important subtext in life, and 
a struggle for me. I also mistrust everything. Things you believe in can change 
just like that; that’s the essence of life…. My point of view is a bit Taoist. When 
things change, you have to adapt to it. That’s been our fate. 60  
Ennis struggles between the expectation for a family man and his true desire for Jack; 
however, he accommodates to his environment as time goes by. Instead of presenting 
Ennis as a hero of Western individualism, Lee seems to associate his perseverance amid 
hostile circumstances with a Taoist practitioner’s forbearance in accord with the flow of 
changing times.  
  The Eastern mood is perceptible and consolidated with discursive potency in 
Brokeback Mountain. Chris Berry compares Hollywood melodrama with Chinese family-
ethics film; Rey Chow adopts tropes of the sentimental, endurance and accommodation, 
to examine Brokeback Mountain in the context of global visuality; Mun-Hou Lo argues 
the Taoist concept of forbearance in Lee’s representation of desire, which is also Lee’s 
theme proper. Different tropes adopted by critics exemplify the same unequivocal 
intention to retrieve the sources of influence and to address the unique Eastern elements 
in Ang Lee’s Western narrative, for Lee himself once commented on the need to 
constantly return to his Chinese roots for “artistic rejuvenation.”61 With hindsight, my 
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concept of transnational eclecticism comes through in the filmmaker’s creative process as 
well as in the audience’s critical response. Ang Lee has consciously utilized the Eastern 
sensibility to rejuvenate the Western genre and enrich the American subjects, a meld of 
the East and the West that is eclectic and salient in Brokeback Mountain.    
The Juice, the Heart of the Film   
 After the release of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon in 2000, New York Times 
film critic Rick Lyman arrived at Ang Lee’s place to watch a movie that had influenced 
the director’s work: his childhood favorite Mandarin Chinese melodrama The Love 
Eterne (Liang Shanbo yu Zhu Yingtai), directed by the Hong Kong filmmaker Li 
Hanxiang in 1963. An adaptation of the Chinese legend “Butterfly Lovers,” the movie 
combines the rural folksong and dance with its gender-bending plot: two lovers, Liang 
Shanbo and Zhu Yingtai, who met when Yingtai dressed as a man to receive education, 
are forcibly separated by their families. Watching the movie at an impressionable age of 
nine, Lee described its lasting impact on him: "I think that for every movie I make, I 
always try to duplicate that feeling of purity and innocence that I got when I saw this 
movie.” Lee further added, “Whatever I bring in to my own films, I am forever trying to 
update and recapture that feeling. I call it juice—the juice of the film—the thing that 
moves people, the thing that is untranslatable by words.'' And the juice is “the core 
emotion” that moves the audience and holds the movie together on a deep level. Coming 
of age in 1960s Taiwan, Lee had projected his premature nostalgia for China, from which 
his parents ran away, onto this movie, even though the idea of China was mythologized 
in this movie made in Hong Kong.   
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Like Brokeback Mountain, The Love Eterne is fleshed out with the dilemma of 
ostensible (though fleeting) same-sex love paired with family melodrama—a parallel that 
seems so obvious that Rey Chow addresses Ang Lee’s idea of juice in Brokeback 
Mountain in the postscript of her book on the Chinese sentimental, which, to me, instead 
of broadening its scope, verges on narrowing the connotation of the juice. Chow reads 
Lee’s idea of the juice alongside with her concept of the sentimental, and contends that 
Brokeback Mountain is “a sentimental story in that it involves no act of social revolt or 
rebellion.” But she fails to perceive the movie’s subversive alteration of the Western 
genre and its consequential revolt against the conservative voices in the U.S. 62 Moreover, 
Mun-Hou Lo addresses Chow’s partial reading of the sentimental in Brokeback Mountain 
and her failure to acknowledge its daring “endorsement of the closet.”63 Lo applies Taoist 
forbearance to his reading of risky desire in Brokeback Mountain, but he nevertheless 
chooses to focus only on Ennis, and to idealize his decade-long hiding of his desire as 
virtue.  
  But the juice of Brokeback Mountain, holds the movie together and moves its 
global audiences, needs to be considered in an eclectic manner and analyzed in a 
transnational context. Speaking of the similarity of emotions expressed in The Love 
Eterne and Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon, Lee commented, “It is a way of not saying 
something but of expressing it anyway. And it is such an emotional outlet, especially for 
a repressed society. That is the heart of both films, the repressed emotional wish. That is 
the hidden dragon.”64 That is to say, the core emotions of the movie emerge when the 
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protagonist defies social restrictions of the repressed society. The juice emerges at the 
end of the film when Yingtai’s parents force her to marry a rich man she doesn’t love, 
and she wears funeral attire underneath her red robe, wishing to jump into Shanbo’s 
grave on the way to her own wedding; the dead couple transforms into two butterflies 
flying in the air.   
By coincidence, 1963 is also the year when Ennis del Mar and Jack Twist meet in 
Brokeback Mountain. The textual coincidence lends resonance to the cause for Ang Lee, 
perhaps unconsciously, to adapt the essentials of Chinese family melodrama into his 
representation of Proulx’s “Brokeback Mountain,” to interpret the relatively conservative 
Western narrative that is set in the nominally progressive 1960s America. The hostility to 
or misunderstanding of Ennis and Jack comes from people around them—for example, 
when Aguirre contemptuously tells Jack that he is not hired to “stem the rose” when he 
returns to Brokeback Mountain in 1967; or, when Alma invites her ex-husband Ennis to 
her new family with the local grocery owner Monroe (played by Scott Michael 
Campbell) in Riverton for Thanksgiving dinner in 1977. While Ennis is the virile herder 
who shoots a deer with one bullet, Monroe seems too timid and feeble, clumsily using an 
electric knife to cut the holiday chicken for his daughters’ biological father, Ennis. But 
Alma waits for the moment for her to confront Ennis with his affair with Jack, a secret 
that she has kept for years, accusing Ennis of lying and calling Jack Twist “Jack Nasty.” 
At the same time, Jack is having Thanksgiving dinner with his family in Childress, 
Texas, when his wife Lureen (played by Anne Hathaway) orders her son to finish the 
meal before watching TV. L.D. Newsome (played by Graham Beckel) intervenes into her 
parenting by turning on the TV for his grandson, and he said to his son-in-law Jack, “Man 
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should watch football,” to express his low opinion of his unmanned in-law, though he is 
taken aback by Jack’s manly outburst. From Ennis’s anger at Alma to Jack’s anger at his 
father-in-law, the two men seem to be connected closely despite being apart from each 
other. The conflict and theatricality of family melodrama is represented through the 
juxtaposition of the two dinner scenes, which exemplifies how Ang Lee uses his Eastern 
sensibility to translate and relay this original Western narrative.  
Unlike Ennis del Mar, Jack Twist is the one who remains true to his longings and 
desires in the homophobic society where he lives in but seldom abides by. After receiving 
Ennis’s postcard notifying him about his divorce from Alma, Jack races his pickup truck 
all the way from Childress, Texas, to Riverton, Wyoming. He sings along with the radio 
playing Roger Miller’s “King of The Road,” tapping his ringed fingers on the wheel, the 
excitement of seeing Ennis swelling over his face and mellow singing. As he arrives at 
Ennis’s line cabin, he sees Ennis’s two daughters sit inside his pickup. Ennis discourages 
Jack from staying on, for he needs to spend time with his daughters. After driving 
thirteen hours from Texas to Wyoming, Jack is forbidden to touch Ennis, at least not in 
front of his daughters, so sadly he drives away, crying along with Emmylou Harris’s “A 
Love That Will Never Grow Old” on the radio. While the use of “King of the Road” hints 
the time when the thirst for the authenticity of country music reached its height in the 
1960s and 1970s, Emmylou Harris’s “A Love That Will Never Grow Old,” written for 
the movie soundtrack, lends its melancholy resonance to Jack’s hasty but sentimental 
journey. Jack ages and gains some weight, but the love that hasn’t grown old makes him 
drive all the way up just to look at Ennis. The nearness of the two driving scenes shows 
how Jack’s sorrow of rejection overrides his earlier hope of seeing Ennis. So he beats on, 
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crosses the border to Mexico, and walks into the dark lane to look for a male prostitute 
who faintly reminds him of Ennis.  
If Ennis chooses to forbear his desire, then Jack purposefully looks for the 
alternative, a substitute that makes him not be too dependent on Ennis. Jack’s honesty 
about his own sexuality makes him a victim of social homophobia, which Ennis 
consciously dissociates himself from all his life. After an undelivered postcard was 
returned, Ennis calls Lureen to ask about Jack, which is the first time he takes action in 
this relationship.  Lureen, on the other end of the phone, pretends that she needs some 
time to ascertain his identity. She briefs him about Jack’s death and funeral, his wish to 
have his ashes scattered on Brokeback Mountain, referring to the latter as an “imagined 
place” where “blue birds sing and there is a whisky spring.” But once when Ennis admits 
the existence of Brokeback Mountain and having spent time with Jack there one summer, 
we see the juice in the following close-up of Lureen’s face. Learning the truth of her 
husband from another man, Lureen pretends to be strong, saying “it was his favorite 
place” as tears emerge from her eyes—a psychological transition which seems to show 
that her marriage of convenience has just been verified by Jack’s real lover. The release 
of her emotion is carefully controlled, but her belated tenderness toward Jack is 
crystalized beyond words.   
But Ang Lee seems to have had in mind two contrasting personas for Ennis and 
Jack before the movie was being made. During the press conference for Brokeback 
Mountain in 2005, Jake Gyllenhaal, who played Jack Twist, remembered the direction he 
received from Lee as, “There's a metaphor of the whole West, how the West was 
changing at the time from the Old West to the New West. Ang likes to say that Jack 
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represents the New West, and Ennis represents the Old West. They're two people, two 
landscapes.”65 From Gyllenhaal’s recollection, we see that the core emotions of the 
movie tap into nature and landscapes and pivot on the irreconcilable differences between 
Ennis and Jack. Lee, transcending the limits of the Western genre and the queer theme, 
and instead, carefully constructs upon the foundation of the East-Meets-West structure a 
classical-humanist tragedy about love.  
The core emotions of the movie take time to accumulate and therefore, the 
adaptation process involves necessary alteration for the aesthetic emotions to develop. In 
Proulx’s “Brokeback Mountain,” Ennis and Jack’s reunion in 1967 at the Motel Siesta 
bespeaks the core of the story. During the reunion, Ennis speaks of the years spent in 
learning that he “shouldn’t a let Jack out of his sight,” and Jack confesses the impact of 
Ennis’s “dirty little punch” on him. Ennis explains his childhood trauma and proposes to 
meet Jack infrequently because “if you can’t fix it, you have to stand it,” but Jack protests 
against the long wait and the uncertainty of their future meetings. This scene underwent 
significant changes in the movie. Proulx explains, “In the written story the motel scene 
after a four-year hiatus stood as central. During their few hours in the Motel Siesta, 
Jack’s and Ennis’s paths were irrevocably laid out.” But since Ang Lee started this 
project soon after his father’s death, Proulx believes he “can use his sorrow creatively,” 
and notices that in the film, “Ang Lee already had shaped in his mind, the emotional 
surge contained in that scene would be better shifted to a later point and melded with the 
men’s painful last meeting.”66  
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The heart of the movie, however, lies in Ennis and Jack’s last meeting in the 
spring of 1981. They are no longer two young men with abundant time ahead of them: 
Ennis remains lanky but has crow’s feet; Jack has a beer belly, has grown a thick beard, 
and dresses like a rich cowboy. After spending time together in the mountain, Ennis and 
Jack pack their tents and are about to leave the campsite in the early morning. Ennis 
hesitates to postpone their next meeting to November because he would help ship stock 
during summertime. Jack protests against his proposal, suggesting that they should go to 
Mexico for the warm weather, since they have “never enough time,” because of this 
current “goddamn bitch of a unsatisfactory situation.” But Mexico, to Ennis, remains 
stigmatized and signifies nothing but a haven for gay men, so he uncouthly asks, “You 
been to Mexico, Jack? I heard about what they got in Mexico for boys like you.”  
“For boys like you” sounds to Jack but an oxymoron that highlights Ennis’s 
deliberate dissociation from queer men like Jack. It verifies his longtime doubt about the 
future he envisions for him and Ennis, and deflates his trust in their already shaky 
relationship. Jack is brimming over with complicated emotions; his indignation, 
endurance, and suffering for love surge up within him and elicit an outburst. In the 
movie, Jack turns his back on Ennis before delivering his confessional outpourings:  
Tell you what, we could of had a good life together, a fuckin’ real good life, had 
us a place of our own. You wouldn’t do it, Ennis, so what we got now is 
Brokeback Mountain. Everything built on that. It’s all we got… Count the damn 
few times we been together in nearly twenty years. Measure the fuckin’ short 
leash you keep me on, then ask me about Mexico and then tell me you’ll kill me 
for needin’ somethin’ I don’t hardly never get. You got no idea how bad it gets. 
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I’m not you. I can’t make it on a couple of high-altitudes fucks once or twice a 
year. You’re too much for me, Ennis, you son of a whoreson bitch. I wish I knew 
how to quit you.67      
Since the last line is delivered as Jack turns his back on Ennis, what we see here is Jack 
standing with arms akimbo and trembling as his emotions surge, facing the expansive 
Western landscape, the quiet lake and the distant mountains, while backing against Ennis 
and us. Jack, immersed in the landscape, delivers his lines, not to Ennis, but to the empty 
lake; the mood of the scene is definitely Eastern and sentimental.  
This confession made by Jack is taken from Proulx’s passage verbatim. But in the 
short story, Proulx uses another paragraph to describe Ennis’s reaction after listening to 
Jack that writes, “Like vast clouds of steam from thermal springs in winter the years of 
things unsaid and now unsayable—admissions, declarations, shames, guilts, fears—rose 
around them.” And Ennis “stood as if heart-shot, face grey and deep-lined, grimacing, 
eyes screwed shut, fists clenched, legs caving, hit the ground on his knees.”68 Ennis 
remains bottled up in Proulx’s story even when he is “heart-shot,” feeling churned and 
cut by Jack’s words.  
 Instead of passively taking all the blame, Ennis, performed by Ledger, is 
brimming over with his emotions and dramatically shouts, “Then why don’t you?! Why 
don’t you let me be? It’s because of you, Jack, that I’m like this. I’m nothin’. I’m no 
where.” Feeling grievously wronged, Ennis expresses years-long discontent of being a 
gay man because of Jack—an embarrassing experience that puts him in the place of the 
abject, derisible gay man in town. Like the deceased “tough old bird” Earl, Ennis is 
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exposed himself to malice and surveillance for his singular love of another man. All his 
strong feelings of shame, indignation, and suffering are embodied in his wobbling move, 
and then, he stumbles and can barely walk away from Jack’s forceful embrace.    
Proulx concludes this episode of Jack’s outburst, “Nothing ended, nothing begun, 
nothing resolved,” to indicate that the two men will part ways for good. But a memory 
slice from Jack’s view is added here to remind us how Brokeback Mountain keeps their 
innocent past intact. On a drowsy summer morning in 1963 before Ennis returned to the 
sheep, he embraced Jack from behind before riding horseback:     
…Ennis’s breath came slow and quiet, he hummed, rocked a little in the 
sparklight and Jack leaned against the steady heartbeat, the vibrations of the 
humming like faint electricity and, standing, he fell into sleep that was not sleep 
but something else drowsy and tranced until Ennis, dredging up a rusty but still 
useable phrase from the childhood time before his mother died, said, “Time to hit 
the hay, cowboy. I got a go. Come on, you’re sleeping on your feet like a horse,” 
and gave Jack a shake, a push, and went off in the darkness. 69  
In Proulx’s narrative, this sexless, dozy embrace marks the single moment of “artless, 
charmed happiness in their separate and difficult lives,” and elaborates how the mountain 
stands as a sanctuary of their youthful memories. But as middle-aged Jack trips down 
memory lane, he realizes Ennis would rather imagine himself holding a woman from 
behind—a new insight that has changed the symbolic meaning of Ennis’s embrace and 
marred his memory.  
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 Instead of marring the past, McMurtry and Ossana tactfully add in the screenplay 
layers of deliberate lyricism to this pivotal moment of Jack’s flashback. They conclude 
the fight between Jack and Ennis with “a fierce, desperate embrace—managing to torque 
things almost to where they had been, for what they’ve just said is no news: as always, 
nothing ended, nothing begun, nothing resolved.”70 This insight that shows Jack’s sudden 
understanding of Ennis’s wholesome obstinacy is stated with an understanding tone:    
Nothing mars this moment for Jack, even though he knows that Ennis does not 
embrace him face to face because he does not want to see or feel that it is Jack he 
holds—because for now, they are wrapped in a closeness that satisfies some 
shared and sexless hunger, that is not really sleep but something else drowsy and 
tranced—until Ennis, dredging up a rusty phrase from the childhood time before 
his mother died, says: “Come on now, you’re sleepin’ on your feet like a horse. 
My mama used to say that to me when I was little…”71  
In contrast with Proulx’s deadpan humor, McMurtry and Ossana smooth out Ennis’s 
uncouth manners and turn his taciturn speech into a lover’s discourse. Ennis even sings 
nursery rhymes to Jack as he holds him from behind. What follows this dulcet memory is 
the transition to the reality of time, for Jack, “much older now, watches the pickup truck, 
and his other half, fade away into the distance,” wherein “that dozy embrace solidified in 
his memory as the single moment of artless, charmed happiness in their separate and 
difficult lives.”  
In the movie, Ang Lee deliberately poetizes this flashback, treating Jack’s 
irrevocable memory with tenderness and understanding but he includes in the movie the 
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grit of love. As Ennis embraces Jack from behind and sings the inaudible lyrics of his 
childhood song, a thin smoke gently kisses their faces that injects an ethereal quality to 
this memory that is frozen intact on Brokeback Mountain. What follows the snorting 
sounds of Ennis’s horse is a close-up of Jack’s face, watching Ennis leave. But unlike the 
gaze projected by Proulx, we are not left onscreen with a young Jack with hindsight, 
knowing that Ennis refused to embrace him face to face. Instead, Jack casts a sympathetic 
look toward Ennis’s back that is getting farther away and ultimately disappearing from 
our view. Neither hysteria nor drama is acted out on scene. Instead, Jack’s look is full of 
suggesting, understanding that he and Ennis are two people, two landscapes, and that 
Ennis would never change a tad for him.  
And the grit emerges as the characters’ emotional surge is forcefully postponed to 
their last meeting—an alteration that bespeaks the end of their relationship. 
Before we are brought back to the present time in 1981, young Jack’s dreamy face 
freezes for seconds on screen before it fades out, and is abruptly replaced with middle-
aged Jack’s shrewd look. The lap dissolve shows us how time has changed Jack and how 
Jack has come to terms with basic differences between him and Ennis. The juxtaposition 
of the two shots, one of Jack’s innocent, trusting young face and the other of his shrewd, 
sharp-eyed, older face, fittingly elucidates irreversible time—a sentimental reflection on 
the ubi sunt topos in the context of 1980s America. This irretrievable innocence, 
however, resonates with Ang Lee’s description of the essentials of Brokeback Mountain: 
“The dramatic core is finding Brokeback Mountain. It is elusive and romantic. It is 
something that you keep wanting to go back to—but probably never will. For Ennis and 
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Jack, it was their taste of love.”72 From their last meeting Jack learns that he no longer 
wants to change Ennis, never wants to quit his strong love for Ennis, but decides to let 
him be—an epiphany that unravels the taste of their love. 
Conclusion: 
 Brokeback Mountain dilates its discursive potency by crossing the boundaries of 
Western generic conventions and prevailing queer themes and by presenting a romantic 
love between two men. In the name of love, the movie represents a homophobic history 
of the US and becomes a witness to the LGBTQ movement, and it charms global 
audiences with an eclectic representation of the Western narrative, family melodrama, 
and queer romance—all against expansive landscape and rough nature. The movie 
presents a subversive narrative to our imagination of the American West by including 
Lee’s outsider clarity, the Easterner’s gaze at the West, the Canadian landscape, and 
Taiwanese and Chinese melodramatic subtexts. The transcultural practice derivative of 
the adaptation resonates with transnational eclecticism, visible throughout Ang Lee’s 
body of work. Yet it is Lee’s Taiwanese background that makes him integrate American 
and Chinese cultures with ease while remaining an outsider, who sees things through the 
lens of cultural affinity for both the East and the West. Brokeback Mountain remains an 
elusive and romanticized symbol that marks our nostalgia for the lost innocence, but the 
irrevocable innocence of 1960s America would be crystalized and glorified in Ang Lee’s 
next American film, Taking Woodstock.   
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                      Chapter 5: Utopia of Relation in Taking Woodstock (2009) 
  
 In October 2007, Ang Lee arrived at a San Francisco TV station to promote his 
newly released movie Lust, Caution on a talk show, and a fellow guest speaker struck up 
a conversation with him during the waiting time. This guest, Elliot Tiber, was invited to 
promote his memoir Taking Woodstock, which recounts his story of making peace with 
homosexuality that coincided with his involvement in a historical event: the Woodstock 
Music and Art Fair from August 15 to August 18, 1969. The “hippie invasion” [sic] that 
was emblematic of 1960s counterculture that drew half a million people to flood to White 
Lake, New York, and transformed the hamlet into the third largest city of New York 
State over a weekend. A native son of the area, Tiber played a crucial role in the 
happening of Woodstock but mostly stayed behind the scene, and his memoir was meant 
to supplement concurrent narratives about this event. Their encounter was as epochal as 
Tiber’s phone call to Michael Lang a month before the festival was relocated to Bethel, 
sixty miles to the southwest, and Tiber’s memoir would strike Lee as an opportunity to 
make a comedy.   
 Instead of featuring the Woodstock Festival as the centerpiece, the movie Taking 
Woodstock (2009) visualizes the contingency planning of the event with an emphasis on 
the change of human relations. As the movie reiterates Tiber’s collaboration with the 
Woodstock Ventures against the backdrop of the counterculture movement, an anti-
establishment phenomenon that tapped into the civil rights and anti-Vietnam War 
movements, its representation of contingency and eventuality typfies the director’s 




Woodstock a natural transition, describing his 1973-set movie The Ice Storm (1997) as 
“the hangover of 1969,” and Taking Woodstock as “the beautiful night before and the last 
moments of innocence.”1 When this project emerged after Lee had made “several tragic 
movies in a row,” his desire to make a comedy “without cynicism” was evoked by 
Tiber’s story of “liberation, honesty, and tolerance—and of a ‘naïve spirit’ that we cannot 
and must not lose.” The endeavor to recreate period authenticity as shown in The Ice 
Storm is revisited in Taking Woodstock, yet the role of history varies as multiple narrative 
perspectives of people on the side are gathered to reconstruct this consequential event, a 
centrifugal creative trajectory that resonates with Lee’s absence from the festival in 1969. 
While The Ice Storm links the collapse of a quintessential American family with the fall 
of the country’s patriarch, Richard Nixon, Taking Woodstock shows the liberating effect 
of Woodstock on a Russian- Jewish immigrant family, the Teichbergs, whose members, 
in real life, somewhat reluctantly adopted to the festival and were changed by its 
attendees.  
 The Woodstock Music and Art Festival, “an Aquarian Exposition: 3 Days of 
Peace and Music” in August 1969, was hailed by Time magazine as the “greatest peaceful 
man-made event in the history of mankind.”2 Martin Scorsese remembered the optimism 
of the Aquarian Age as “the only time I have ever heard people talk about love in serious 
terms, as a force to combat greed, hate and violence.”3 The ideals of love and peace were 
emphasized in the benediction delivered by Max Yasgur, who hosted the festival on his 
dairy farm: “you’ve proven to the world is that […] a half million young people can get 
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together and have three days of fun and music and have nothing but fun and music.” But 
Woodstock was also a watershed that symbolized the era’s extravagant optimism and 
predicted its ultimate loss of innocence. Woodstock emanated a kindred spirit of peace 
and innocence of the Monterey Pop Festival in June 1967; many musicians who 
performed at Monterey returned to Woodstock. Yet the chaos that overshadowed the 
Woodstock festival—rain, mud, stench, traffic jams, electric shock from erect wires, bad 
acid trips, lack of food and toilets—seemed to predict the violent outburst at the Altamont 
Speedway Free Festival in December 1969. The three epochal music festivals, 
coincidentally, were all documented in movies by American documentary filmmakers 
who were pioneers of or affiliated with Direct Cinema in the 1960s, namely, P. A. 
Pennebaker (Monterey Pop, 1967), Michael Wadleigh (Woodstock, 1970), and Albert and 
David Maysles (Gimme Shelter, 1970).4  
Wadleigh’s three-hour documentary Woodstock is a blissful memento of this 
utopia that still lingers in cultural memory. The documentary was cutting-edge in 1970; it 
presented the audience as a main component of performance sequences and juxtaposing 
different roll films to create the split-screen effect designed by Scorsese and Thelma 
Schoonmaker. The split-screen compositions are noted for “the preferred visual device 
when the ‘symbiotic relationship’ between performer and crowd is the object of the film 
audience’s attention.”5 Scorsese ascribed the split-screen imagery to Wadleigh, who 
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visualized “a simultaneity about Woodstock, a sense of many things going on at once.”6 
The split-screen effectually captures the simultaneity of the event and transfers to the 
movie audience a larger-than-life experience. But the technique that involves footage 
selection and emotional intervention is at odds with the creed of observational 
documentary, and instead, is geared toward the spectacular mode of feature film. As the 
cinematic device became widely adopted, sometimes in the form of technically less 
challenging musician-audience matching shots, by later filmmakers of music 
documentaries, the documentary Woodstock’s influence nonetheless persisted.  
The two cultural axes intersect in Ang Lee’s Taking Woodstock as the movie at 
once revisits the event’s historical significance and revitalizes the documentary’s cultural 
influence. Even though Lee adopts the same method—to “marshal research,”7 to 
approximate his subject matter—as in his previous American movies, Taking Woodstock 
apparently is his most creative adaptation among them. Instead of abiding by quasi-
nonfiction memoir, Lee and producer-cum-writer James Schmaus balance Tiber’s 
narrative with multiple perspectives of people around Elliot and examine Woodstock 
from an expansive whole of collective memories that revolve around its eventuality. They 
bring back from war a Vietnam veteran to accompany Elliot, recreate vignettes lifted 
from Tiber’s memoir as well as the documentary, and invent backstories for various 
tribes of people from everywhere at Woodstock. The rhizomic network recreated within 
the Woodstock utopia resonates with the late French philosopher Édouard Glissant’s 
observation of the effects of creolization on Relation, “the mutual mutations generated by 
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this interplay of relations,”8 a process analogous to Lee’s experience of transculturation 
that ultimately presents the audience a route to generalize the change of a family to the 
change of an era.      
The Realizable Totality of Woodstock   
In Poetics of Relation, Glissant used the French word Relation to articulate our 
consciousness that is “immediate and focusing directly upon the realizable totality of the 
world.” The idea of Relation should not be simplified as English word “relationship,” for 
the French word can function as an intransitive verb and refer to the relayed, the relative, 
or the related. Glissant described the experience of the slave trade as  
Experience of the abyss lies inside and outside the abyss. The torment of those 
who never escaped it: straight from the belly of the slave ship into the violet belly 
of the ocean depths they went. But their ordeal did not die; it quickened into this 
continuous/discontinuous thing: the panic of the new land, the haunting of the 
former land, finally the alliance with the imposed land, suffered and redeemed. 9 
The open boat is henceforth a site for the diverse community to be connected as the 
whole and share collective experience before rising up on the “unexpected, dumbfounded 
land.” Glissant envisioned the ideal of Relation, or the Relative, being realized in the 
exchange among these people with the shared experience, for “the abyss is also a 
projection of and a perspective into the unknown.”10 Lincoln Z. Shlensky reads the 
appearance of the event as disruption of “the otherwise normalized—but actually 
alienated—social order,” and notices the optimistic tone in Glissant’s description of this 
“historically dislocated community’s connaissance, or ‘self-awareness.’” After the ship 
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lands the dislocated community ashore, people disperse before an official account of their 
collective experience is sealed in ink, but the absence of “a witnessed and recorded 
history” is perhaps emblematic of, as Shlensky suggests, “the event of collective self-
consciousness.”11  
Woodstock was an event with a scale enormous enough to disrupt social order, 
and like a vessel, was full of half-a-million young people to experience the totality of the 
world. The New York Thruway became a parking lot with a ten-mile-long traffic jam that 
lasted for three days; many people pulled over to the side or abandoned their cars in the 
middle of the road and walked the rest miles to Yasgur’s farm. Not only “long-haired, 
hippie freaks” were drawn to the event; college students, high school students, musicians, 
Satchidananda Sarawati and two hundred followers, religious groups, veterans, Wavy 
Gravy’s Hog Farm and Please Force, the Merry Pranksters, LGBT communities, anti-
Vietnam War groups, music lovers, Wadleigh’s documentary crew, and local residents of 
Bethel, were also present for this event of a lifetime. A mass gathering as such at a 600-
acre farm was also a political statement. Dave Saunders contends that the baby boom and 
the Vietnam War were the two factors that catalyzed this happening, for “a surfeit of 
young people, all of whom shared a dislike of the draft and political posturing, saw that 
there was a compelling reason to congregate on Yasgur’s farm.”12 While the congestion 
paralyzed Bethel’s external traffic and helicopter became an alternative transportation 
means for latecomers, Woodstock was declared by the Governor of New York a disaster 
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area, yet it also became a colony where people of different cultures and identities 
congregated and experienced peace and love in the utopia of the Woodstock Nation.  
Given its enormity and diversity, Woodstock is remembered and unremembered 
at once by its participants in a celebratory fashion. The Production Notes of Taking 
Woodstock begin with a rendition of the quip about 1960s: “If you remember Woodstock, 
you probably weren’t there.”13 From the writer’s view, Schamus reads Woodstock not 
only as an event but as “an actuality that came into being, when something—when many 
things—happened.”14 Woodstock is not an event that needs to be attached to a temporal-
spatial axis of history to have meaning; it bespeaks an actuality immanent in our longing 
for freedom and primitive innocence, an actuality that exceeds our imagination.  
Inspired by the notion of “a plurality of temporalities” in Gary Saul Morson’s 
Narrative and Freedom, Schamus defines the movie project as “a” story about 
Woodstock that is from Elliot Tiber’s view, and describes the process of adaptation as 
“[embracing] a chain of events that were as accidental as they were casual.” Because “it 
is precisely the openness to and acceptance of accident that so inspires us about the 
Woodstock generations; and any proper narrative of that event should try as best it can to 
embody that openness.”15 The openness to and acceptance of accident coincides with the 
influence of Zen Buddhism on Ang Lee. Lee begins his foreword to the screenplay with 
Buddha’s “Flower Sermon” for his disciples in his last days. While disciples eager to 
hear his final words of wisdom, Buddha simply showed them a golden lotus, a gift he just 
received from Brahma, without speaking a word. Mahakashyapa was the only one among 
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the diligent learners to let out a smile at the scene and was professed by Buddha to be the 
first master to carry on his teachings. As they experienced mutual understanding in 
silence, they shared a moment of happiness brought by an untoward happenstance. The 
Flower Sermon hence becomes the first “koan” of Zen Buddhism, a lesson about wisdom 
that is outside the domain of rationality but is accessible by intuition. 
 Woodstock happened out of an untoward happenstance. Although Woodstock is 
remembered for emitting “a sense of shared humanity and cooperation,”16 its previous 
incarnation was supposed to be a widening project of entrepreneurial capitalism. John 
Roberts and Joel Rosenman were venture capitalists looking for investment projects, 
announcing in their 1967 The New York Times advertisement: “Young men with 
unlimited capital looking for interesting, legitimate investment opportunities and business 
propositions.” In April 1969, they joined hands with two concert promoters, the beautiful 
“curly-haired kid” Michael Lang and ex-Capitol Records producer Artie Kornfeld, with a 
vision of establishing the Woodstock Ventures in order to organize a three-day outdoors 
concert starting on August 15.17 The organizers pictured a profitable event with a lineup 
with famous musicians like Richie Havens, Janis Joplin, The Who, Jimi Hendrix, 
Jefferson Airplane, etc., charging the audience one-day ticket for $7, two-day ticket for 
$13, and three-day pass for $18. The original location for the concert was, not 
Woodstock, but Wallkill, New York. Lang promised the Town Hall of Wallkill that no 
more than 50,000 people would gather; however, at the request of “concerned citizens,” 
the Zoning Board of Appeals approved by July 15 the verdict that the gathering should 
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consist of less than 5,000 people. The truth was 100,000 concert tickets had already been 
sold; Woodstockers were desperate for a venue when Elliot Tiber reached out to them 
with his permit in Bethel. But due to time constraints, the capitalists acquiesced in the 
decision of finishing the construction of the stage rather than the ticket booths; the 
concert was made free to everyone right before its occurrence on Friday, August 15.18  
 Elliot Tiber’s participation in Woodstock started with the accident that Wallkill 
killed the concert and expanded like a rhizome when he became the “community liaison” 
to relay the vision of the Woodstock Nation to local people and concert attendees. Elliot 
Tiber, née Eliyahu Teichberg, recounted in his memoir Taking Woodstock the dilemma of 
being a gay man eager to explore his sexuality to the fullest in Greenwich Village, and 
being a dutiful son of his Russian-Jewish immigrant parents living in White Lake. 
Reluctantly Tiber, at 34, took over the management of his parents’ insolvent motel and 
served as the youngest president of the Bethel Chamber of Commerce. Hosting a yearly 
summer festival on the lawn of his motel El Monaco for local bands and the resident 
theater group Earthlight Players was his spiritual salvation. The urge to reach out to 
Michael Lang and offer him a permit in Bethel, in retrospect, was ignited by Tiber’s 
presence at the outbreak of the Stonewall riots in late June. Although the motel’s swampy 
hinterland was not a fit for any mass gathering, Tiber was open to chance and initiated 
the connection between the event organizers and local supporters as well as “concerned 
citizens.” The trajectory of human connection widened and expanded as the concert 
became free and open to everyone. Tiber for the first time realized that “two worlds 
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suddenly joined—White Lake and Manhattan,”19 with the sudden arrival of hundreds of 
thousands of people that epitomizes the totality of the world.  
 The movie Taking Woodstock adopts an eclectic approach to the Woodstock 
phenomenon from the perspective of an observant everyman hero, Elliot, who embraces 
chance and makes the festival happen.20 Inspired by Tiber’s real-life story, the movie’s 
characterization of Elliot dramatically departs from that of Tiber in real life. Elliot seems 
to be a relatable, timid gay man who appears to adapt to heteronormative society before 
his inner liberation initiated by Woodstock. After leaving his window decorator job and 
Village friends, Elliot returns to White Lake to help his aging parents run El Monaco with 
a barn where the edgy theater troupe Earthlight Players resides. Elliot’s mother Sonia is 
portrayed as the penny-pinching gorgon who would charge customers in every single way 
to keep the business growing, but moments of comic relief arise in her clumsy body 
language and pompous manners of speech, as she mentions her traumatic immigrant 
experience whenever she can to manipulate her listeners. Elliot’s father Jake, despite age 
and infirmity, seems invigorated after taking initiatives in Woodstock. The deadpan 
comedian Demetri Martin plays Elliot alongside with veteran movie actors Henry 
Goodman (as Jake) and Imelda Staunton (as Sonia), to relay the Teichberg family’s 
roller-coaster ride and the “little corner of unexpected joy that happened almost by 
accident.”21  
 The significant departure from the source text makes the adaption less a coming-
out story that focuses Tiber’s homosexual expedition than a coming-of-age story that 
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reflects Lee’s continuous interest in representing domestic drama. Lee omits Tiber’s 
sexual adventures, in midnight movie theaters as well as in Greenwich Village with 
Marlon Brando and Robert Mapplethorpe, or his awakening inspired by Zen Buddhist 
lesbians arriving at Woodstock. Such a departure from the source text is read by Nancy 
Kang as “authorial choices to tone down, straighten, and desexualize Tiber” and an 
endorsement of a “questionable paradigm: that queerness (as sexual fluidity) and gayness 
(same-sex desire) are interchangeable.”22 Instead of reading the movie as a sanitized 
Woodstock story, I read this movie in parallel to Lee’s other American adaptations and 
contend that its emphasis on sexual fluidity is an embodiment of creolization, a synthesis 
of transnational and transcultural adaptations that points to the role of Lee’s outsider 
identity in his creative trajectory. Simply because family relation marks the smallest unit 
of five basic relationships in Confucianism,23 the interplay between family relation and 
its multiple extensions within the Woodstock Nation reinforces the dialectic of 
relationship in Taking Woodstock, which is also the core in Lee’s oeuvre.    
The movie revolves around Woodstock’s influence on Elliot and his parents, the 
change of the family dynamics, and extends to all the people around them. Michael Lang 
was even invited to the filming location for his look-alike young actor Jonathan Groff to 
study and enact his charisma. Background artists with individual storylines were divided 
into seven tribes, including the Biker Tribe and the Pool Tribe. With its all-encompassing 
inclusion of historical details, Ryan Gilbey jests that the movie “resembles a crash course 
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in how to ‘do’ history without belaboring its significance.” 24 Such a note of levity in 
Lee’s rendering of historical details, however enchanting, might be misconstrued. Despite 
the time Tiber spent brooding over his sexual expedition, the aftermath of sexual 
liberation, and his spiritual liberation after Woodstock, any sign of personal reflection on 
Vietnam War was peculiarly left out from his memoir. Two larger-than-life veterans are 
brought back to Yasgur’s farm to balance the Woodstock demographic in this movie: 
Vilma (played by Liev Schreiber), a Korean War veteran and cross-dresser, and the 
fictional character Billy (played by Emile Hirsch) who, Elliot’s school friend from 
Bethel, is newly discharged from the Vietnam War because of PTSD. Although Elliot 
never has the chance to go the concert (the closest he gets is to stand outside the wood 
fence when no one plays onstage), he remains the sole agent who, directly or not, moves 
from tribe to tribe and experiences deterritorialization by creating his rhizomic 
connections with everyone.  
Vignettes, Music, Collective Memory 
 Lee’s use of vignettes reflects the effect of collective memory of the event and 
adds an extra layer of intertextuality to the movie. David Silver, an old friend of Timothy 
Leary, was hired to be the historian who assisted Lee to “marshal research” and compile a 
“Hippie Handbook,” filling actors and crew in on the hippie culture and hippie lingo, 
such as “freak,” “pig,” and “roach.”25 Lee and Silver were particularly attentive to the use 
of vignettes, which, as Silver calls, are the “little scraps of information and kernels of 
interest gleaned from Tiber’s book, the documentary features and other filmed and 
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photographic records, and all the assembled research.”26 Images from the documentary 
showing the Hog Farmers distributing free food at the booth or Earthlight Players 
plucking daisy petals for the oracle of love have pervaded the domain of collective 
memories. Collective memory, defined by Maurice Halbwachs, is different from History 
for it is “marked not […] by clearly etched demarcations but only by irregular and 
uncertain boundaries.” While History is unitary and universal, collective memory is 
particular and “requires the support of a group delimited in space and time.”27 Given the 
scale of Woodstock, vignettes gleaned from multiple means of representations that 
register individuals’ recollections of the event are already twice removed from historical 
memory.  
A noticeable crack in individual memories appears in remembering the incident 
that motioned the organizers to their finding of Max Yasgur’s farm in Bethel—an 
incident that was remembered differently by each participant. Tiber stated in his memoir 
that he took the Woodstock organizers to his milkman’s 600-acre farm. In his self-
fashioned memoir The Road to Woodstock (2009), Michael Lang vividly depicted the 
group’s karmic arrival at Elysium accompanied by a local broker. After leaving El 
Monaco, the group, without Tiber, was driving along the road, until Lang noticed “the 
perfect green bowl” outside the window and stopped the car.28 Even though the group 
members provided different narratives regarding this incident, they unanimously glorified 
the late Max Yasgur. Roberts and Rosenman remembered their instant liking for Max’s 
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Jewishness, considering him as “a man of influence and stature with a reputation for fair-
minded shrewdness.” Lang remembered Max for being their “savior,” with three fingers 
on his right hand, and “known in Sullivan County as a strong-willed man of his words, 
stating: “Without Max Yasgur, there would have been no Woodstock.”29  
In Lee’s adaptation, Woodstock officially starts as the organizers and Elliot arrive 
at Max Yasgur’s farm to visualize the event. The representation of this eureka moment is 
an eclectic mixture that accommodates to each member’s narrative. All the members, 
including Elliot, who claimed to be present on the scene on July 15, 1969, gather together 
at the farm as a whole in this choreographed shot. Canadian comedian Eugene Levy adds 
levity of an “old-school Republican—the Abe Lincoln kind”30 to this farmer-
businessman, apologetically asking for five grand from the fringed leather vest-wearing 
brat Mike Lang. Max would raise his share to ten times more after knowing ten thousand 
people would be coming to the concert the very next day. But their first negotiation on 
the amphitheater embodies the harmonious ideals envisioned by the Woodstock Venture, 
for the “stardust” and “golden” young people still long for going “back to the garden,” as 
described in the lyrics of Joni Mitchell’s song “Woodstock.”31 Instead of reiterating 
Mitchell’s folk lyricism, the blues instrumental beat of The Doors’ “Maggie M’Gill” in 
the background cues us to anticipate the upcoming event. Despite the band’s absence 
from Woodstock, the inclusion of The Doors’ music is a proper reminder of 1960s 
counterculture and psychedelic rock, for their rebellious image invokes hundreds of 
young people who joined Woodstock out of their discontent with the status quo. The next 
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four-panel screen presents a chain of events that exemplify the plurality of temporalities: 
workers are busy with the construction of the stage while Mike is riding his Harley-
Davidson bike to oversee the green farm. Later, as Elliot returns to Max’s to apologize 
for causing the trouble, Max sardonically relays a local shop owner charges a hippie a 
dollar for water, remarking: “I’ve heard more thank yous and pleases the past three days 
than I’ve heard in a lifetime from those schmucks [of White Lake].”32 
 The eclectic blend of vignettes and music arrives in the recreation of the historical 
traffic jam that creates an intertextual connection to the Woodstock documentary. The 
first time we notice the traffic is after Earthlight Players who, during their “contemporary 
happening interpretation” of Chekov’s Three Sisters, undress themselves and jump off 
the stage to stir the audience, and the surfeit of vehicles in formation along the main 
street suddenly hijacks our attention. The melody of Crosby, Stills & Nash’s “Wooden 
Ships,” collected in the documentary, emerges in the background with the celebratory 
messages of the “very free and easy” and spiritual connection of people. The wooden 
ship is a provisional “continuous-discontinuous thing” that provides a diverse group of 
people to share their collective experience of Woodstock and then, perhaps, forget it. 
Compared to Max’s farm, El Monaco is the vacuum boat where local people of White 
Lake are invited to perform onstage and are first enlightened by theater performers who 
practice communal living to disrobe collectively. 
 The arrival of Vilma is emblematic of the robust gender-bending movement in 
1969. Although Vilma embodies contradictions with her military background and cross-






Forthright and passionate, Vilma meddles in the strained relationship between Jake and 
Elliot and further influences Jake to accept his son for who he is, encouraging Elliot to go 
to Max’s farm to see “the center of the universe.” Compared to the mass gathering, the 
subtext of Elliot’s homosexuality and involvement in the gay-liberation movement is 
rendered effectively through synecdoche, or telltales in the movie: when Elliot and the 
construction worker listen to Judy Garland’s record and lament her death, which 
precipitated the Stonewall riots in June 1969, or when Vilma speaks of a mutual friend of 
Elliot’s who is gone “off to San Francisco, with a flower in his hair, or a sugar daddy on 
his lap.” 33 The deliberate naturalization of gender fluidity is presented in the wake of the 
free spirit and utopian ideals of the Woodstock Nation.  
As a state trooper volunteers to give Elliot a ride, a dolly shot is used here to track 
the motorcycle while the camera that matches Elliot’s view seems wayward with no focal 
point. The dolly shot that captures their progression is reminiscent of the one used by 
Jean-Luc Godard’s movie Weekend (1967).34 The relaxing tune of the psychedelic band 
The Grateful Dead’s “China Cat Sunflower” emerges in the background to denote the 
movement. Among the crowd is a virtual film crew using a 16mm camera to document 
the event à la the Woodstock documentary, interviewing people in the cars or asking nuns 
to flash peace sign as to recreate vignettes from the eponymous documentary. Images 
taken with this 16mm documentary are juxtaposed in a split screen that shows merry 
youths and a flower girl who stands atop an unmoving car and sways her body to the 
music from afar. Unlike The Doors, The Grateful Dead was at Woodstock but refused to 
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have their worst, “electrical” performance (due to the rainy weather) incorporated in the 
Woodstock documentary or its original soundtrack. Adding The Grateful Dead’s music 
here seems to me a way to pay homage to the festival and indicates the potential of using 
music to supplement present-day narratives about Woodstock. Nevertheless, The Grateful 
Dead is only one out of the five groups in the soundtrack of Taking Woodstock that had 
performed at the festival but was not in the documentary.  
Considering the number of songs included in the Taking Woodstock soundtrack 
that are absent from the festival documentary, Lee’s choice of music not only reflects our 
collective memory of the Woodstock documentary, it also supplements the simultaneous 
occurrences of the festival by including pieces that were snubbed by the documentarians. 
A medley of songs from the documentary, including Richie Havens’ “Handsome Johnny” 
and Arlo Guthrie’s “Coming into Los Angeles,” are only played faintly in the background 
to indicate Elliot’s progression toward Max’s farm. Five numbers that were edited out of 
the documentary, for example, The Grateful Dead and Ravi Shankhar’s sitar instrumental 
music, are used here to signpost the concert. But Havens, who warmed up the festival on 
August 15, 1969, with his memorable improvisation that later became the famous 
“Freedom,” nevertheless recorded a new version of the song for the closing credits. To 
those who were really at Woodstock in 1969, these numbers consisted of the missing link 
to the simultaneity, and their existence in the soundtrack of Taking Woodstock translates 
Ang Lee’s endeavor to supplement the present-day Woodstock narrative that has been 
dominated by the documentary. This is because Taking Woodstock is not a concert film, 
but an adaptation that presents “a transformative human story is placed in the context of a 




Janis Joplin at the festival.”35 The eclectic ensemble of popular songs in Taking 
Woodstock thus extends the intertextual relation to the documentary and amplifies the 
repertoire of the festival.   
A perfect embodiment of my idea of transnational eclecticism arises at the 
representation of acid trips and their effect on people in the movie. Elliot goes to Max’s 
farm to see “the center of the universe” but stops short on the hillside after being caught 
up outside a VW love bug by a hippie couple (played by Paul Dano and Kelli Garner) 
who invite him to join their trip. The hippie couple recounts their experience of watching 
the concert atop the hill when “the tiny little people on the stage with their waves of tiny 
electric voices” are “like ants making thunder.”36 Compared to their multiple 
backgrounds and wandering journey, Elliot feels embarrassed that he is “from here.” But 
the male hippie exclaims: “You’re from here, right now, from here, here’s where you’re 
from---you’re from here, man! […] No man, you’re amazingly from here!” 37 The 
hippies’ hazy rhetoric, however acid-fueled, is exoticized here by Elliot, who envies their 
mobility and freedom and feels inspired to think of his hometown with pride, merrily 
joining the trip inside the love bug. The acid effect starts to kick in and intensifies as the 
hippie couple plays in the car the misty tunes of the LA psychedelic rock band Love’s 
“The Red Telephone.” A vision of free love and acid mystery emerges as the printed 
Buddha over ornate mandala floats in midair. The outline of a white circle revolves 
toward the center and morphs into a Tai-chi imagery. Patterned tapestries expand like the 
baroque. As the somber tunes of “Mind Flowers” by Ultimate Spinach fill the air, the 
experience of trance is embodied in the entanglement of three bodies rolling into one. 
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Elliot’s first LSD experience is carefully guided, as is his first acid-induced threesome 
that breaks down the restrictions on sexuality. The psychedelic experience of oneness 
with the world is reproduced through meshing chromatic color palettes with acid rock 
music.  
In The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1968) Tom Wolfe vividly describes the LSD 
experience as “the inevitable confusion of the unattuned” when all our senses merge into 
one and can feel “the entire harmonics of the universe from the most massive to the 
smallest and most personal—preseque vu!—all flowing together in this very moment.”38 
The preseque vu moment resonates with Marshall McLuhan’s prophetic observation of 
the changing time in The Media is the Message (1967), in which he states:   
Ours is a brand-new world of allatonceness. “Time” has ceased, “space” has 
vanished. We now live in a global village… a simultaneous happening. We are 
back in acoustic space. We have begun again to structure the primordial feeling, 
the tribal emotions from which a few centuries of literacy divorced us.39   
The “all-at-once-ness” experience provides a simultaneous happening for people to 
experience the whole and reconnect with the “primordial feeling”—the innocence that 
defies the conventional restrictions on time and space. The pursuit of oneness also 
reflects the influence of Eastern philosophy on 1960s counterculture. The Merry 
Pranksters, for example, based in Haight-Ashbury, San Francisco, practiced Western 
medical science, but their spiritual pursuit was in the wake of Eastern philosophy and Zen 
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Buddhism. The trip provides them an escape from the secular world as well as an East-
Meets-West route via immobility.   
 Elliot experiences the sensation of “the entire harmonics of the universe” as he 
watches the concertgoers atop the hill. Tiber described in his memoir the breathtaking 
scene of the grandiose multitude of five hundred thousand people that “bound together 
like multicolored threads in a vast and elaborated carpet” with “the gentle joy written on 
everyone’s face.” He marveled at the variety of groups: “Hare Krishnas, Vietnam 
veterans, vets against the war, antiwar protesters, black militants, people advocating the 
legalization of drugs, and those who wanted to ban all drugs. There were Christians, 
Jews, Muslims, Hindus, and sects of all kinds, all cohabiting on blankets and in tents, all 
with the same intention: To enjoy and be uplifted by the music and its vision.”40 The 
movie conveys the vision of oneness deepened by an acid trip. As Elliot and the hippie 
girl, overjoyed and tranced, walk out of the love bug, they watch the center of the 
universe downhill and can barely differentiate individuals from the whole. Animated 
imagery of the center of the universe, covered with orange halos, is shining afar like a 
galaxy of stars, swinging to Ravi Shankhar’s sitar performance of Hindustani classical 
raga that provides a pulsing rhythm. Elliot and the girl remain speechless, dance to the 
tune, and are brought to tears by the sensation of the simultaneous happening. An Eastern 
chord, meanwhile, emanating from the center of the universe, points to the influence of 
Buddhism and Eastern spirituality on Woodstock.  
Intergenerational Reconciliation  
																																																								




 The Eastern sensibility becomes pronounced as family melodrama ultimately 
assumes a pivotal role in the movie, for family relationship is the sine qua non that 
bridges different forms and dimensions of relationships in Confucianism as well as in 
Taiwanese cultural practice. Aside from an over-the-top concert, the framing of the 
movie is a family drama that begins with Elliot coming home to help his parents and ends 
with him being encouraged by his father to leave for self-realization. Before Woodstock, 
Elliot endured his mother’s snarky remarks on him and the resident theater troupe, or 
shrugged off her underhanded tactic to get her way and dupe motel customers into paying 
extra money. But Elliot has to become a man of his own before he can be the host of the 
historical party for all. The transformation is two-way: as Elliot starts to protest against 
Sonia’s charging customers extra fees for soaps or tissues, he notices how the event 
changes his parents as well. Sonia offers food and blankets to the medical station and 
local volunteers; the fortress of her parsimoniousness slowly crumbles. Jake is 
invigorated by the surge of youth and, enlightened by Vilma’s gender fluidity, undergoes 
a character change. In a bar scene when Jake serves drinks to customers, Elliot is dancing 
in the room and being coaxed into kissing a construction worker who has fancied him. 
Soon as Elliot senses his father’s gaze, he looks around for his father but Jake is no 
longer behind the bar. The melodramatic cliché of a bachelor using heterosexual marriage 
as a cover to sustain the normalcy of patriarchy, as in Lee’s The Wedding Banquet 
(1993), is reversed here because Jake encourages his son to be himself.   
Reticent and forbearing, Jake shares certain similarities with the archetypal 
Chinese father in Lee’s The Father Knows Best trilogy, but the Jewish mother Sonia is an 




adopts loveless rhetoric to express her care of Elliot, building a wall between them. After 
the acid trip Elliot returns home in the male hippie’s clothes, but Sonia chides him for 
horsing around in pajamas. Over breakfast an outburst appears when Vilma walks in to 
deliver hash brownies to the family and Elliot turns down her offer to continue the 
discussion about the future. But Sonia has planned a future for Elliot to take over the 
motel that causes him to object with resignation. He cries: “I’m the only one here, out of 
hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of thousands of people, who’s having breakfast 
with his parents!”41 Such a protest points to the somewhat comical undertone of this 
family melodrama that tackles intergenerational cultural dissonance in immigrant 
families against the backdrop of Woodstock.  
But Elliot is not the only native son who needs to face his family at Woodstock. 
Billy, Elliot’s schoolmate, is a character created for the movie and a Vietnam veteran in 
1969. Though suffering from PTSD, Billy defiantly encourages Elliot to unite with his 
family when jealous townspeople use anti-Semitic expletives against the Teichbergs and 
paint a swastika on their moneymaking motel—both are vignettes from the memoir. Even 
if Tiber in his memoir vividly captured the jovial serendipity that surrounded Woodstock, 
the odds are that his revelation of a blind spot on Vietnam War causes its absence from 
his account. But the political repercussions of Vietnam War arose in Woodstock, onstage 
and offstage, and were attentively recorded in the documentary Woodstock, including the 
presence of veterans and antiwar groups, or when Country Joe McDonald led the 
audience to spell an anti-war expletive during his performance of the medley “I-Feel-
Like-I’m-Fixin’-to-Die Rag.” To retrieve the spirit of the festival, not only a virtual 
																																																								




documentary team was formed on set of Taking Woodstock to capture the happening, a 
fictional Vietnam veteran was also brought back to Max’s farm to supplement the 
missing link between the quasi-utopian Woodstock and the simultaneity of Vietnam War 
in the Far East. With the United States Taiwan Defense Command (USTDC), the 
presence of Air Force pilots in the nearby Tainan Airport has become the collective 
memory remembered by Ang Lee as a teenager in 1969 Taiwan.  
Wadleigh’s documentary begins with a spirited celebration of the festivity of the 
Woodstock Nation and ends with an antiwar agenda symbolized by the act of cleansing in 
two sequences: the cleaning of a Port-o-San by a sanitation worker, a working father; and 
four hundred volunteers cleaning Yasgur’s farm. The Port-o-San man sequence, though 
meshing with the interview mode, reads to David E. James as “a classic of Direct 
Cinema” that shows “the perfectly timed moment of reflexivity [that] form[s] a succinct 
image of the generational and class differences subtending the festival.”42 This three-
minute sequence juxtaposes the part of a Port-o-San man on his cleaning routine with that 
of a stoned hippie walking out of the toilet without knowing that the documentary team is 
outside the door. In the first part we see the Port-o-San man scrub the toilet bowl, add 
paper rolls, and confess to the cameraman David Myers: “Glad to do it for these kids. My 
son’s here too and I got one over in Viet Nam too, he’s up the DMZ right now flying 
helicopters.” His confession tangentially addresses class issues with a sigh of resignation 
and reveals his belief in a political ideology opposite to the utopianism subscribed to by 
most attendees at the festival. What follows the Port-o-San man unit in the documentary 
is the finale of the concert, Jimi Hendrix’s stage performance on Monday morning, which 
																																																								




is meshed with a non-diegetic apocalyptic vision showing hippies scavenging food and 
shoes from debris and volunteers cleaning the site. Simply because the last sequence 
included no speaking parts during Hendrix’s twenty-minute guitar solo, the Port-o-San 
man had the last word on the festival, and his mention of his army helicopter pilot son 
evoked the specter of war lurking in the paradise.    
Balancing the uplifting with the melancholy, the eclectic tone of Lee’s Taking 
Woodstock reflects the thematic and stylistic influence of the documentary Woodstock 
than that of the eponymous memoir this adaptation is based on. Audio-visual cross 
influence is explicit in the use of split-screen composition and inclusion of melodious 
numbers of the documentary snubs. The historical research that subtends the adaptation 
meanwhile creates thematic resonance in its representation of vignettes and choreography 
of background artists of different tribes. Meanwhile, the insertion of two figures, the Port-
o-San man’s double and the Vietnam veteran Billy, seems to pay homage to the 
documentary Woodstock. In Lee’s movie, Elliot decides to go to Max’s farm after 
fighting with his mother and finds Billy in the crowd. As they pass by the Port-o-San 
potties, Billy has a moment of déjà vu remembering his pre-Vietnam innocence, the good 
time he used to have on this very hill with his high school sweetheart, an epiphany that 
requires him to revisit his Bethel roots in order to make peace with his trauma. Instead of 
going to the concert, Elliot and Billy join the merry crowd to have a far-out time sliding 
the mud downhill. The vibrant vibe of the festival evokes nostalgia in Bethel’s native 
sons, Elliot and Billy. One helps promote the festival in White Lake; the other almost 




If Elliot’s involvement in Woodstock can be divided into a variety of phases, then 
his networking with the concert organizers and random people enlightens him on his own 
family relationship. The tension between Elliot and his mother Sonia has driven him to 
Max’s farm in angst three times, and each time he returns home from Max’s he seems to 
be more able to understand and empathize with her. After having a good time with Billy, 
Elliot returns home with mud stains over his clothes and is greeted by Vilma as the 
“prodigal son.” His parents, after having hash brownies, are dancing and laughing 
frenziedly in the backyard. A rare yet carefree vibe from his mother is so inviting that 
Elliot joins their silly circle dance in the rain. Yet, when the day comes, Elliot discovers 
Sonia slumbering atop cash piles fat enough to pay off the mortgage, realizing that she 
tried to yoke him to the motel for his moral fiber and feeling betrayed. While Elliot 
dispiritedly strides over the muddy path to Max’s farm, a Port-o-San man who answers 
the reporters’ question on how he thinks about the young people saying, “I think it’s 
great. I got one here myself and I got one in Vietnam, and I wish he were here in the 
mud.” The father’s humble confession piques a sense of resignation in the family 
dynamics as in most Mandarin family-ethics film. Though Elliot pays no heed to the 
shooting behind him, the working father’s confession is both a reminder and an 
adaptation of the Woodstock documentary. While the Port-o-San man in the documentary 
seems to subscribe to the just causes of war and speaks of his army pilot son with pride, 
this Port-o-San man in the adaptation wishes his son were here with his other son and the 
young people at Woodstock—a wish that prioritizes family relationship and meshes with 




An epiphany arrives during the conversation between Elliot and Mike’s assistant 
Tisha (played by Mamie Gummer) after the concert is forced to stop due to electrical 
problems. Elliot deems his fight with his mother rather “trivial,” compared to the anxiety 
felt by people waiting for the concert to resume. Tisha reminds him that family may be 
“the most important thing that’s happening in the whole universe,” because 
“[perspective] is what shuts out the universe […] and keeps the love out.”43 She 
whimpers the maxim like guru Swami Sachidananda, leaving Elliot dazed but less 
resentful of his own family. Along the main street outside the Max’s are hundreds of 
people who have been tired out by the concert and now are waiting to go home. Elliot is 
one of them. The dialectic of perspective borrowed from Eastern philosophy is here to 
redefine the matter of consequences with emphasis on the unconditional family love that 
resonates with the communal spirit of Woodstock.  
But Lee’s Taking Woodstock ultimately becomes a culturally hybrid adaptation 
that balances between the intimate family drama and the immense happening of 
Woodstock. A distinctive change made in the adaptation is to not sexualize Elliot’s 
homosexuality but to universalize his encumbrance and elevate his albatross to the level 
of intergenerational conflict. In Tiber’s memoir, his father confessed on his deathbed in 
1970 that he was grateful to his son for organizing the event and he had known about 
Tiber’s homosexuality, even though Tiber had never confessed to him. Overwhelmed by 
this belated confession, Tiber didn’t come out to his father but asked him about the secret 
of staying in the marriage with his headstrong mother, only to receive in return three 
words, his father’s last words: “I love her.” This poignant father-son conversation was 
																																																								




adapted in the movie but was transferred to the last day of the concert on August 19, 
1969.  
Reflections on intergenerational and intercultural communication in immigrant 
families are consolidated in this father-son conversation. In the last indoor scene of the 
movie, Elliot, still feeling betrayed, is packing in his room while Jake stands by the door 
with the hope of patching things up with Elliot. Unlike Tiber’s father in real life, Jake 
keeps his observation about Elliot to himself, expressing only his appreciation of his son 
how the lively festival has changed his life. Jake says:  
A week ago, I was a dying man. I would think to myself—it’s nice of Elli to come 
back here, to tend to a dying man. […] I’m alive because of you. And what should 
I want now, but for you my son to live too. That’s not so much to ask. They’re all 
starting to leave, the young people. Who knows where? They don’t even know. 
Now you’re one of them. You go.44   
Elliot is in tears in the next close-up shot but he has no urge to come out to his father. 
When asked, “How have you done it? I mean, how have you lived with her—more than 
forty years?” Jake in reply delivers the same three words: “I love her.” While Sonia 
remains unchanged because she clings to her Russian roots too tightly, Jake is tolerant 
and adaptable to change and his current environment. He knows that the sine qua non of 
unconditional love includes the art of letting go, encouraging his son to embrace the 
chance of change, to leave home, to live his life.  
A rare moment of reflexivity in Lee’s body of work epitomizes in the replacement 
of the maudlin deathbed confession with this heartfelt father-son conversation. As an 
																																																								




immigrant’s son and closeted gay man, Elliot is both the other and first-generation 
American who needs to negotiate with his sexuality and bicultural experience. The notion 
of being other is a lasting motif in Lee’s work that resonates with his Taiwanese identity 
in the US. Moreover, the theme of intergenerational transmission that was the centerpiece 
of his Father Knows Best Trilogy and been pushed to the extreme in his Marvel 
adaptation Hulk, now reaches a reconciliation in Taking Woodstock when a father 
willingly sees his son off with blessing. In Hulk, Bruce Banner’s genetic defect caused by 
his scientist father points to the ambivalence of heritage and the dead end of the strained 
father-son relationship. The situation was so real and self-referential that Lee’s father, 
after watching Hulk, encouraged Ang to make movies hereafter; the lasting father-son 
conflict finally reached an end before Lee’s father passed away months later. Bruce’s 
regret, or Lee’s, seems to be compensated by Elliot’s reconciliation with Jake, who, still 





Despite the vagaries of the weather, location, and people, Woodstock became the 
center for a new generation, remembered by Roberts and Rosenman, as a generation 
“whose political and social awareness dated from the assassination of John. F. Kennedy, 
whose adolescence had been coterminous with hellishly bitter warfare in Vietnam and 
America’s ghettos,” a generation that was “unconsciously yet eagerly awaiting an 
opportunity to test itself, to put the values it had derived from the experience of the 
sixties into practice, to demonstrate to a hostilely skeptical adult constituency that it was 
real, that it was viable, and, above all, that it was better than what had gone before. It was 
a generation that was already to move the world.”45 Michael Lang onstage called these 
young people who exemplified the ideal of the Woodstock Nation “the people who are 
the culture.”46 Woodstock ultimately created a provisional utopia for a variety of 
relationships to take place and for people to relate to each other and experience “the 
realizable totality of the world.” The collision and convergence of different cultures on 
Max’s farm is chaotic but beautiful, and the Woodstock Nation is a beautiful chaos that 
reverberates with Glissant’s notion of creolization.  
Originally referring to the mixture of two or more languages, creolization is the 
new kind of expression that is caused by “the contacts and conflicts of cultures,” in 
Glissant’s discussion on the hybrid formation of the Americas. But Glissant read the 
unpredictable mixture in a positive light:  
[C]reolization opens on a radically new dimension of reality, not on a mechanical  
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combination of components, characterized by value percentages. Therefore, 
creolization, which overlaps with linguistic production, does not produce direct 
synthesis, but resultantes, results: something else, another way.47  
As the notion of creolization has evolved from the domain of linguistic tradition to 
cultural production, Glissant read the chaotic consequence of cultural exchange and 
transcultural production as a beautiful one by saying: “let us say that chaos is beautiful; 
not chaos born from hate and wars, but from the extraordinary complexity of the 
exchange between cultures, which may yet forge future Americas that are at last and for 
the first time both deeply unified and truly diversified.”48   
 Lee’s Eastern interpretation of Woodstock also reflects the effect of creolization.  
Despite his oscillation between the private and the communal, Elliot only arrives at 
Max’s farm after he received blessing from his father. The party is over now. All we see 
is the apocalyptic vision that shows volunteers cleaning the muddy land covered with 
debris and waste. As Elliot watches the scene in awe, with an American flag flying 
behind him in the mid-air, Mike appears in the frame atop a white horse and speaks with 
princely confidence: “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?  Hey, and thanks for calling and welcoming 
us to your international resort, man. The whole world came, and now everyone’s pulling 
together, we’re gonna bring back Max’s garden.”49 Getting off the horse, Mike delivers 
his vision of organizing an event that is even more beautiful and free for all: the Rolling 
Stones’ Altamont Speedway Free Concert—which turned out to be a bona fide chaotic 
event that marked the end of the innocence of 1969 with violent outburst and a murder 
offstage. Standing against the cleanup, the bonfires, the mud and the detritus, Mike and 
																																																								
47 Glissant, “Creolization in the Making of the Americas,” Caribbean Quarterly (March-June, 2008), 83.		
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Elliot imagine the future and see only the beautiful. For a moment, we may have a 
fleeting glimpse of the beautiful chaos that marks the end of the age of innocence, but 
before that, the end title song of Richie Havens’ “Freedom” brings us back to the 
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